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ABSTRACT 
 
 
THE RUSSO-JAPANESE WAR, LESSONS NOT LEARNED, by MAJ James D. 
Sisemore, 144 pages. 
 
Characterized by some authors as a rehearsal for the First World War, the Russo-
Japanese War was arguably the world’s first modern war. During this war, the lethality of 
weapons on the 20th Century battlefield was clearly demonstrated. Recording the events 
of the Russo-Japanese War were military and civilian observers from every major power 
of the time. These observers wrote voluminous accounts of the war that clearly illustrated 
this new battlefield destructiveness. 
 
 The research question of this thesis is what tactical lessons were available to the observer 
nations of the Russo-Japanese War that were not used in their preparations for World 
War I. This paper will look at both observer accounts of the war and professional journal 
articles written soon after the war to consider this question. To answer this question, the 
stationary Siege of Port Arthur and the maneuver Battle of Mukden are used as 
representative battles of this war. Reports from these two battles clearly demonstrate the 
lethality of modern warfare and foreshadow the combined effects of hand grenades, 
mortars, machineguns, and field artillery in World War I. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 iv

 
ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 

 
 

I would like to publicly thank the following people for their assistance in writing 

this thesis. First I would like to thank the members of my thesis committee for their 

tireless efforts in reading and rereading the drafts of this paper prior to its completion. I 

would also like to thank Mr. Jeffrey Leser for his excellent advice and the liberal use of 

his extensive personal library of rare and unavailable books on the Russo-Japanese War. 

Finally, I would like to thank the Archive Librarians of the Combined Arms Research 

Library, Ms. Ginny Navarro and Ms. Kathy Buker, for their outstanding support in 

researching this topic.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 v

TABLE OF CONTENTS 
 
 
 Page 
 
APPROVAL PAGE .................................................................................................. ii 
 
ABSTRACT .............................................................................................................. iii 
 
ACKNOWLEDGMENTS ........................................................................................ iv 
 
TABLE OF CONTENTS  ......................................................................................... v 
 
LIST OF ILLUSTRATIONS ..................................................................................... vi 
 
CHAPTER 
 
 1. INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND................................................... 1 
 
 2. THE SIEGE OF PORT ARTHUR ................................................................. 18 
 
 3. THE BATTLE OF MUKDEN ...................................................................... 64 
 
 4. CONCLUSION ............................................................................................. 107 
 
ILLUSTRATIONS..................................................................................................... 123 
 
BIBLIOGRAPHY ..................................................................................................... 127 
 
INITIAL DISTRIBUTION LIST .............................................................................. 145 
 
CARL CERTIFICATION FORM ............................................................................. 146 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 vi

LIST OF ILLUSTRATIONS 
 
 
Figure Page 
 
1.  Liaotung Peninsula ............................................................................................... 123 
 
2.  Battle of Nan Shan, 26 MAY 1904 ...................................................................... 124 
 
3.  Siege of Port Arthur (7 August 1904--2 January 1905) ....................................... 125 
 
4.  The Battle of Mukden (23 February 1905--10 March 1905) ............................... 126 
 
 



 1

CHAPTER 1 
 

INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND 
 

It goes of course without saying that a frontal attack across a plain with 
masses can be made possible by greatly superior artillery.1  

 
Lieut-General von Caemmerer, Militar Wochenblatt, No. 147 

 
On the night of 8 February 1904, ten Japanese destroyers attacked the Russian 

fleet anchored at Port Arthur, Manchuria and began the Russo-Japanese War. Japan, a 

country that prior to 1853 was based on a feudal society, had transformed its military into 

a force able to fight, and eventually defeat a nation with the world’s largest standing 

army. The conflict lasted until 5 September 1905, when the Portsmouth Treaty ended the 

war. In nearly every battle, the Japanese military defeated Russia on the field of battle. 

Over the past ninety-plus years, countless articles and books reference the failure 

of the belligerent nations of World War I to learn from the lessons of the 1904-1905 

Russo-Japanese War. In fact, the curriculum of the United States Army’s 2002-2003 

Command and General Staff College includes three readings that discuss the failed 

lessons learned from this war.2 Each of these readings allude to one central theme: the 

failure of the world to accept the lethality of modern weapons as they relate to tactics and 

military thinking at the turn of the century.  

This thesis will examine what tactical lessons were available to the international 

observers of the Russo-Japanese War. Numerous observers recorded the events of the 

war, with one author characterizing the war as a “dress rehearsal” for the Great War.3 

Another author described the war as a “laboratory for military experiments.”4 After the 

conflict, military and civilian observers published exhaustive reports on the war in 
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journal articles, books, and after action accounts. This thesis uses these accounts to 

illustrate that the belligerent nations who fought the First World War did have enough 

information to forewarn them of the bloody battles to come.  

To conduct this review, I intend to look at two major battles fought during the 

war: the Siege of Port Arthur and The Battle for Mukden. These two battles were selected 

due to their representative nature of the war and the size of the forces and material 

committed. These battles exemplified both spectrums of this war, with the Port Arthur 

attack representing a modern siege and the Battle of Mukden representing a large 

formation maneuver battle.  

The Japanese attack on Port Arthur was the first large-scale siege in the 20th 

Century. This five-month siege demonstrated the lethality of weapons that later became 

prevalent in the battles of World War I. During these costly attacks, the combined effects 

of the hand grenade, trench mortar, heavy and light artillery, and the machinegun, were 

showcased. These same weapons would prove deadly on the battlefields of the First 

World War.   

The Battle of Mukden was the last major land battle of the war and exemplified 

maneuver operations at the corps and army level. In this battle, Japan and Russia 

maneuvered armies exceeding 600,000 soldiers and integrated almost every modern 

weapon then known. The Japanese success in this battle allowed the country to enter 

peace talks from a position of strength.  

In writing this paper, I intend to focus on the reports produced by the military 

observers present during the war. Many of these observers were to play significant roles 

for their countries in World War I. Lieutenant General (Sir) Ian Hamilton observed the 
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war for Great Britain. He would later command the Allied landings at Galipoli in 1915.5 

Among the seventeen observers from the United States were John J. Pershing, leader of 

the World War I American Expeditionary Force and Peyton C. March, U.S. Army Chief 

of Staff in 1918. Douglas MacArthur, who would serve as the Chief of Staff and later 

Commander of the 42d Infantry Division in 1918 France, visited both Port Arthur and 

Mukden in 1905 while serving as his father’s aide de camp.6 Germany’s observers 

included Max Hoffmann who orchestrated the German victory over Russia at the Battle 

of Tannenberg in 1914.7 In addition to looking at the military observer reports, books and 

professional journal articles written soon after the war will be used to do discover what 

lessons were available, but simply not accepted for use prior to World War I.  

Historical Background 

Japanese interests in Korea and China date back to 1592, when Japan, under the 

dictator Hideyoshi, attempted to invade China through Korea. Over the next six years, 

Japan fought Chinese forces in Korea and at sea. In 1598, after suffering a major naval 

defeat, Japan agreed to peace terms and withdrew from the Korean peninsula.8  

From 1598 until the opening of Japan by America in 1853, the Japanese 

demonstrated little interest in matters outside their home islands and tried to remain a 

closed society.9 In 1853, Commodore Perry, using both threats and gifts, opened Japan to 

American and world trade.10 At this point in history, Japan had two options for its future. 

It could remain inactive like China and become a target of colony hungry foreign powers, 

or Japan could adopt the means of western societies and move forward into the industrial 

age. Japan chose the latter and in succeeding years overthrew her history of feudal 

divisions and moved forward to a western style of society.11  
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Following European lines, Japan began a program of colonization and sought 

commercial interests of her own.12 In 1874, Japanese troops landed on Formosa, but were 

later withdrawn after China agreed to pay an indemnity to Japan. In 1875, a Korean fort 

fired on a Japanese ship surveying the coast. Japan responded by sending a military force 

to Korea to avenge this attack. To avoid military action, Korea agreed to sign a 

commercial treaty with Japan that opened her ports to Japanese trade.13 

The opening of Korea to Japan concerned China, which considered itself to have 

suzerain power over Korea. Japan, recognizing China’s claims to Korea, sent a team to 

Peking to negotiate a commercial agreement. China, not desiring a war with Japan, 

agreed to sign a treaty with Japan that declared Korea “an independent country equal to 

Japan.”14 After this treaty, Japan built up its commercial presence in Korea, including a 

military force to protect those interests. China also placed troops in Korea and small 

skirmishes soon erupted. In 1885, Japan and China signed the Tientsin Convention and 

withdraw their military forces from Korea. Under this agreement, both parties agreed to 

notify the other if military forces were to ever be reintroduced into Korea.15  

In 1894, Korea experienced a civil war and requested Chinese military assistance. 

On 4 June 1894, China notified Japan of her intentions to send troops at the request of the 

Korean Government. Japan seized the opportunity to further its interests in Asia and, 

within ten days landed troops at Inchon, Korea using the auspices of protecting Japanese 

citizens in Seoul.16 Japan was determined to take this opportunity to strengthen its 

influence in Korea and, on 1 August 1894, declared war on China.17  

The Sino-Japanese War gave Japan the opportunity to test its newly modernized 

military and foreshadowed the events of the Russo-Japanese War. In the ensuing eight 
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months, Japan won a series of land and sea victories.18 In September 1894, Japan secured 

its sea lines of communication by sinking four of China’s warships and inducing the 

remainder of China’s Navy to stay in port.19 With free sea-lanes, Japanese units landed in 

Korea and later on the Liaotung Peninsula in Manchuria. In Korea, Japanese forces 

defeated the Chinese at the Battle of Pyongyang and later at the mouth of the Yalu River. 

On 21 November 1894, the Japanese attacked Port Arthur and within 24 hours the harbor 

was captured. Subsequent Japanese victories and the threat of a landing against the 

Chinese capital brought China to the peace table.20  

The Shimonoseki Treaty, signed on 17 April 1895, ended the war. The terms of 

the treaty included the ceding of Formosa, the Pescadores Islands, and the Liaotung 

Peninsula, including Port Arthur, to Japan. Korean independence was also recognized. In 

addition to losing land, China was forced to pay an indemnity equivalent to 25 million 

British Pounds.21 Japan’s success over China and the capture of Port Arthur quickly 

raised Russian concern over Japanese expansion in China.    

The presence of Imperial Russia in the Far East dates to 1860, when Russia 

gained territorial concessions from China and acquired much of Northern Manchuria, 

including Vladivostok, its first eastern port.22 Like many Western countries in the 1800s, 

Russia desired to establish colonies in the Far East for future expansionism and 

commercial interest. To further these interests, Czar Alexander III began the Trans-

Siberian Railroad in 1891 to connect the east and west expanses of the Russian Empire.23   

Japanese control of the Liaotung Peninsula, as part of the indemnity from the 

Sino-Japanese War, concerned Russia who saw its Far Eastern plans being derailed. 

Russia desired control of the Liaotung Peninsula for two reasons. First, Russia desired 
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control of Port Arthur as an ice free port for her Far East Fleet. Vladivostok, while 

offering Russia its first Pacific port, was ice bound up to four months each year. Second, 

Russia desired a foothold on the Chinese mainland to exploit what she felt was the 

eventual collapse of China.24 Prior to the signing of the Shimonoseki Treaty, Russia sent 

a warning to the Japanese not to take any Manchurian territory as part of the peace 

settlement.25 These demands were made public when The Times of London quoted a 

Russian diplomat who suggested a joint British, French, and Russian effort to reduce 

Japan’s territorial indemnity from the war.26 As a result of these demands, Japan did 

reduce the size of its land demands, but maintained control of Port Arthur as one of the 

requirements of the settlement.27 

Soon after the signing of the Treaty of Shimonoseki, Japan was confronted by the 

combined interests of Germany, France and Russia, and basically told to withdraw its 

forces from Manchuria and Port Arthur. Japan, presented with few options, agreed to 

return the area to China with the understanding that Korea would remain an independent 

state. Japan also received an additional indemnity from China equivalent to five million 

British Pounds. Soon after Japan’s withdrawal, Russia’s desires for suzerain influence 

over Manchuria and Korea became apparent.28  

To gain a stronger foothold in Asia, Russia established the Russo-Chinese Bank 

and loaned money to China to pay its war indemnity to Japan. In 1896, Russia and China 

signed a mutual defense treaty. In 1898, much to the chagrin of Japan, Port Arthur and 

much of Manchuria was leased to Russia for 25 years. In addition to this lease, Russia 

was given permission to extend a spur of the Trans-Siberian Railroad to Port Arthur.29 To 
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protect its interests in the area, Russia stationed troops at railroad stations along the route, 

which eventually grew into garrison towns.30  

The 1900 Boxer Rebellion gave Russia a reason to bring additional forces into 

China. Under the guise of protecting its railroad and its workers, Russia increased its 

garrison troop strength in Manchuria from 2,000 to 12,000 troops. By 1904, this 

protective force, renamed frontier guards, had increased to 25,000 troops and was 

supported by six batteries of artillery.31 

Russian commercial interests in Korea began in 1897, with the establishment of 

the Russo-Korean Bank. During this same period, Russian businessmen began a logging 

industry along the Yalu River. To protect these commercial interests, Russia deployed 

troops into the area. In 1898, at Japan’s request, Russia entered an agreement to delineate 

each other’s role in Korea. This agreement assured Korean independence and stated that 

neither country would interfere in Korea’s domestic affairs. The agreement also stated 

that no military or civilian advisors would be sent to Korea without mutual notification 

and that Russia would not interfere with Japanese commercial development of Korea. 32  

Japan viewed this agreement as only a short-term remedy as Russia continued to 

build its influence in Manchuria and Korea.33 In January 1902, in order to increase its 

security for future action, Japan signed the Anglo-Japanese Alliance. In this agreement, 

Japan and Great Britain agreed to maintain the “independence and territorial integrity of 

China and Korea” as well as securing “equal opportunities” in those countries for 

“commerce and industry of all nations.” The agreement recognized Great Britain’s 

interests in China, while protecting Japan’s interests in Korea. The agreement also stated 

that if a third power joined in a two-party war against one of the signatories, the other 



 8

nation would join the war against that foe.34 With the Anglo-Japanese Alliance securing 

Japan against another joint European intervention, Japan began to focus on preparations 

for its next war.35  

In April 1902, tensions between Japan and Russia continued to rise after Russia 

and China signed a new treaty further increasing Russian control of Eastern Manchuria.36 

In July 1903, Japan began a series of three diplomatic efforts to reach an agreement on a 

division of influence in China and Korea. The gist of each effort was a recommendation 

by Japan to divide the Far East, giving Russia control of commercial interest in 

Manchuria while giving Japan control of Korean interests. Over a five-month period, 

Russia refused to agree to any terms suggested.37 On 13 January 1904, Japan made a 

fourth attempt to bring the issue to a peaceful conclusion. Russia refused to even discuss 

this fourth query and on 6 February, Japan severed diplomatic ties with Russia stating in 

an official message that Japan “reserved the right to pursue an independent course of 

action . . . to safeguard her interests and rights.”38 Two days later, Japan launched an 

attack on the Russian Pacific Fleet at Port Arthur. 

Comparison of Forces 

Soon after opening doors to western influence, Japan’s military adopted a plan to 

become the preeminent military power in the Far East. To accomplish this goal, Japan 

chose to emulate the best military organizations of the period.39 Beginning in 1867, 

French instructors began teaching members of the Japanese Army on western methods of 

warfare. That same year, Japan’s first military academy was established.40 In 1885, this 

instruction was augmented by the arrival of the first German instructor (this instructor, 
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who trained many of the generals that served in the Russo-Japanese War, was personally 

approved by the German Chief of Staff, General Moltke (Sr.)).41  

Japan began the Russo-Japanese War with a well-trained, professional Army. In 

1904, the Japanese Army numbered 257,000 infantry, 13,000 cavalry, 13,000 engineers, 

and a trained reserve of 400,000.42 As discussed above, the Japanese used a European 

model for its training and doctrine, with French and German advisors used extensively in 

the years prior to the Sino-Japanese War. To prepare for the possible war with Russia, 

Japan completed numerous studies on Russian strengths and weaknesses, including a 

study of the capabilities of the Trans-Siberian Railroad to support a Far East war.43  

Japan’s focus on military development is demonstrated by the large 

apportionment of its budget to this purpose. In 1895, at the conclusion of the Sino-

Japanese War, Japan was spending approximately 26 percent of its Gross National 

Product (GNP) of $196 million on its military. By 1904, this expenditure was 31 percent 

of an increased GNP of $466 million, a 56 percent increase in spending.44 In addition to 

this spending, Japan placed the majority of the war indemnity paid by China toward 

reorganizing and increasing its army and navy.45 By 1904, the Japanese Army had 

increased from six to thirteen divisions. The Japanese Navy increased in size with the 

addition of six new battleships and six new armored cruisers, all built in Great Britain. 46 

While Japan placed a huge emphasis on improving its armies to western 

standards, Russia and the rest of Europe paid little attention to Japan’s actions. When war 

was first declared, the standard observer believed Japan would be “crushed” by Russia.47 

Russia’s leadership shared this perception of Japan, believing its military to be vastly 

superior.48  
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In 1904, Russia had an active army of 1,100,000 soldiers and a trained reserve of 

2,400,000.49 What Russia lacked, however, was a sound national will to conduct the war. 

While her commercial interests were fully committed to developing markets in the east, 

her military remained focused on the threats to the west.50 As a result, only a fraction of 

Russia’s huge military capability was committed to the Far East.  

At the beginning of the War, Russia had 98,000 maneuver troops and 

approximately 25,000 fortress troops stationed in Manchuria. In addition, there were 

between 24,000-30,000 soldiers assigned to security detachments along the railroad.51 

Russia’s primary weakness was its ability to reinforce its army. The constraint of a 

single-track railroad for resupply of both material and personnel impacted Russia’s 

ability to seize the initiative throughout the war.52 

As a fighting force, the Russian Army was in various stages of preparedness. The 

Russo-Turkish War of 1877-78 was Russia’s most recent major conflict. In 1879, after a 

marginal performance in that war, a Military Historical Commission was established to 

gather and publish lessons learned.53 In 1881 this reform plan ended with the 

assassination of Czar Alexander II. His heir, Alexander III, did not share his father’s 

views of reform and returned the government and the military to an autocratic society. It 

was not until the late 1880s and early 1890s that histories and reports on the Russo-

Turkish War began to appear in number.54  

One critical shortfall in the Russian Army was absence of any requirement for 

academic studies to reach higher ranks. Much of Russia’s officer corps, including all of 

its general officers, was promoted by favor and not abilities.55 By 1903, only 30 percent 

of the army’s regimental commanders and 50 percent of its division commanders were 
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graduates of any advanced military education.56 At the time of the war, the Russian 

leadership had a very superficial military education and was no match for the Japanese 

leaders.57 This lack of advanced training for its military leadership in current military 

equipment and doctrine would play significantly into the Russian defeat in 1904-1905.  

At the beginning of the war, the Russian Army was fielding a new quick-fire 

artillery piece (Model 1900, 3-inch) that was far superior to Japanese artillery.58 These 

new artillery pieces were designed to absorb the weapon’s recoil, thereby not requiring 

the system to be re-aimed after each shot fired. This weapon gave Russia a decided 

advantage in both accuracy and range over the Japanese.59 The significant disadvantage 

for Russia in this new equipment was in soldier training. Many of Russia’s artillerymen 

were new draftees who did not begin training with the artillery prior to loading rail cars 

headed to the Far East.60 Additionally, the training manual for this new weapon was not 

published until May 1904, four months into the war.61 Japanese artillery was inferior to 

Russia’s, firing a smaller round a much shorter distance (3-5,000 yards versus the 6,000 

yards of the new Russian artillery).62 Japanese artillery was also of an older type that did 

not absorb the weapons recoil and had to be reaimed after firing. Japan’s advantage in the 

war would be its use of artillery in an indirect fire role, using observers to direct fires 

from hidden battery positions. Russia on the other hand, placed its artillery in open 

positions that were quickly suppressed by Japanese artillery fire.  

At the beginning of the war, neither army had large numbers of machineguns. 

Russia entered the war with eight machineguns per division.63 At the initiation of 

hostilities, Japan had just begun fielded machineguns to its divisions.64 As the war 

progressed, both countries increased their inventories of these decisive weapons.  
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Russia and Japan had comparable 5-shot bolt action rifles and both nations 

believed in the continued use of the bayonet. Their employment of the rifle, however, 

was significantly different. Russia still trained its force to use un-aimed volley firing by 

platoon and company.65 The Japanese Army trained on ranges and became skilled in 

using one round to engage one target as it appeared.66 The difference in the use of the 

rifle and aimed fire would prove an important factor in the war.  

Summary 

Japan entered the Russo-Japanese War prepared to fight a total war to gain control 

of Korea. Russia began the war unprepared to fight in Asia and desired to fight a limited 

conflict by committing only the minimum forces considered necessary to win. This lack 

of commi tment throughout the first year and a half of the war hindered Russia’s ability to 

gain the initiative and eventually set the conditions for its defeat. 

The next chapters look at two of the decisive battles of the Russo-Japanese War, 

the Siege of Port Arthur and The Battle of Mukden. Each chapter begins with an 

evaluation of the troops and leadership involved, as these changed significantly between 

the two battles. One common characteristic that is found in both of these battles, 

however, is the lethality of the weapons used. Both Russia and Japan used the hand 

grenade, trench mortar, machinegun, and artillery in ever increasing numbers. During 

these two battles, Japan and Russia consistently adapted their tactics in an attempt to 

bring maximum firepower at critical points on the battlefield.   

Written in a narrative format, these chapters use international observer accounts 

and professional journal articles as primary references. These chapters address what 

happened in the battles and what the observers recorded, highlighting the use of the 
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weapons that proved so destructive on the battlefields of World War I. In both battles, the 

devastating nature of modern weapons is clearly illustrated. And in both battles, tactical 

lessons for the next war were clearly available to the observer nations to give warning of 

what to expect in the next war. 
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CHAPTER 2 
 

THE SIEGE OF PORT ARTHUR 
 

No other nation will repeat the experiment, because men could never be 
relied on to advance under such conditions.1 
  

Ellis Ashmead-Bartlett, Port Arthur, the Siege and Capitulation  
 
This chapter looks at the isolation, attacks against, and final surrender of Port 

Arthur in the Russo-Japanese War. During this siege, the lethal nature of 20th Century 

weapons was clearly demonstrated. At Port Arthur, hand grenades, machineguns, crude 

trench mortars, and field artillery were consistently used to focus massed firepower at 

decisive points on the battlefield to gain success.  

Recording the events of this battle were numerous international observers from 

almost every industrialized country of the time. Both military and civilian observers 

captured the events of the siege and wrote numerous books and articles about the 

fighting. In addition, several participants of the battle also wrote books and articles from 

first hand knowledge. Using these accounts as primary references, this chapter illustrates 

the lessons available to western nations prior to World War I. While it is not possible to 

review every aspect of the Port Arthur attack within the confines of this chapter, areas 

that illustrate the new lethality of combat, as discussed in observer and journal accounts, 

are addressed.  

The Beginning of the War 

Japan was fully prepared for the execution of the war and, within ten days of the 

surprise attack at Port Arthur, landed its first full divisions in Korea.2 By 22 February 

1904, eight Japanese divisions were ashore in Korea and moving north toward the Yalu 
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River. Using deliberate, planned maneuver, the Japanese Army quickly cleared Korea of 

Russian forces. On 1 May 1904, Japan attacked and defeated a Russian force of 6,000 

troops in the Battle of the Yalu.3 Within three months of declaring war, Japan had cleared 

Korea of Russian forces and set the conditions to conduct further operations into 

Manchuria and to seize Port Arthur.  

The Japanese victory at the Battle of the Yalu in May was one of two 

preconditions for the landing of the Japanese 2nd Army on the Liaotung Peninsula in 

Manchuria.4 The second precondition was the blockade of the Russian Pacific fleet at 

Port Arthur. This blockade was necessary to secure troop transports as they move 

Japanese forces to Manchuria. On three separate occasions, Japan attempted to block the 

harbor entrance by sinking outdated merchant ships in the port entry channel. The last 

attempt was conducted on the night of 2 May 1904, when eight ships were sunk in the 

entranceway.5 This attempt proved temporarily successful, leaving Russia’s Far East 

Fleet immobilized within Port Arthur for several days.6 

On 5 May 1904, Japanese Marines secured a landing site in Yentai Bay 

(approximately sixty miles north of Port Arthur).7 The following day, eighty Japanese 

transport ships began landing three Japanese divisions unopposed.8 Within twenty-four 

hours, Japanese units moved over fifteen miles inland and conducted raids on the Trans-

Siberian railroad and telegraph lines leading into Port Arthur.9 By 13 May the Second 

Army, consisting of the 1st, 3rd, and 4th Infantry Divisions and the 1st Artillery Brigade, 

was ashore and ready for operations.10  

Russia’s failure to counter the Japanese landings in Manchuria exemplified 

Russia’s weak military prowess throughout the war. Russia estimated that the Japanese 
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landed a force of only 10,000 troops. Rather than strike the Japanese at its landing site 

where they were weakest, Russia chose instead to send guard forces south to protect the 

rail lines. A force of 4,000 troops, including four infantry battalions, a cavalry squadron, 

and a gun battery of four guns was sent to guard the rail lines ten miles from the landing 

site. Local skirmishes did take place, but no actions were taken to counter the landings.11 

While hoping for tactical surprise in the initial landings, the Japanese were astonished by 

the inactivity of Russia during the eight days it took to build combat power.12  

 

Nan Shan, The Lethality of Modern War 

The capture of the Nan Shan Hills on 26 May 1904 was a clear demonstration of 

the lethality of modern weapons when used in a prepared defense. During this battle, a 

single regiment in prepared defensive positions was able to hold the advance of three 

Japanese Divisions for twelve hours. In this one battle, Japan expended more ammunition 

than it used in the whole of the Sino-Japanese War ten years earlier.13 The Russians were 

forced to retreat from Nan Shan only after the Japanese turned an exposed flank by 

literally wading through the sea to attack the Russian positions. Had the Russian 

leadership, which had adequate reserves available, committed a stronger force, the Siege 

of Port Arthur could have taken a different course.  

The Nan Shan hills are located at a strategic isthmus thirty miles from Port Arthur 

and control the land approaches on the Liaotung Peninsula.14 The hills rise to a height of 

300 feet above sea level and overlook the northern approaches of the narrow isthmus and 

the small town Chin-Chou.15 At low tide the isthmus measures 4,400 yards across. At 

high tide, the distance narrows to 3,500 yards.16 
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The defense of Nan Shan was the responsibility of Major General A. Fock, who 

was designed the Commander of the Fortified Zone. In this role, he was responsible for 

the defense of the Liaotung Peninsula back to the prepared defenses of Port Arthur.17 To 

accomplish this mission, General Fock had over 20,000 men under his command.18 Due 

to his poor military prowess and conflicting guidance, however, he committed only one 

regiment, the Fifth East Siberian Rifles, with 3,800 men to defend Nan Shan.19 The 

remainder of his division was dispersed two to eight miles to the rear of Nan Shan.20  

The overall commander of the Liaotung Peninsula was another weak officer, 

Lieutenant General A. Stoessel. Throughout the planning and development of the Nan 

Shan defenses, Stoessel gave Fock conflicting guidance on how to defend the site. This 

conflicting guidance was based on Stoessel’s fear of a Japanese landing to the rear of the 

isthmus.21 To counter this fear of a landing to the rear, General Fock ordered the 

commander of the Fifth Regiment, Colonel N. Tretyakov, to build positions behind his 

main lines, facing to the south, toward Port Arthur.22 Even with the large number of 

troops available, Major General Fock made no plans to commit additional troops to 

support the defenses of the Nan Shan.23  

General Fock further confused the defense by giving Colonel Tretyakov 

conflicting withdrawal guidance. After occupying Nan Shan, Colonel Tretyakov, one of 

the more competent Russian officers in the Far East, asked for additional forces for the 

defense. Fock replied to this request by saying that Tretyakov had all the forces he 

needed to delay the Japanese advance.24 This guidance was later changed again, when on 

the morning of the Japanese attack, Fock told Tretyakov to hold the position “to the last 
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man.”25 At the same time, Fock ordered his staff to locate fallback positions for the 

division when it pulled back.26  

In 1900, during the Boxer Rebellion, the Nan Shan hills were fortified by Russia 

to protect Port Arthur against Chinese revolutionaries. After the rebellion, these sites 

were abandoned. When they were reoccupied in April 1904, the defenses were in 

complete disrepair. In the months following their reoccupation, Russia hired 5,000 

Chinese workmen to assist in repairing and improve the defenses.27 By the time of the 

battle, these positions incorporated many modern defensive techniques, integrating five 

tiers of trenches, land mines, over 5,000 meters of barbed wire, and two steam-powered 

searchlights for night surveillance. Additionally, fifteen battery positions were rebuilt to 

hold ninety field guns (varying in caliber from 56 to 150 millimeters). Ten machineguns 

were also integrated.28 These defenses were considered “well-nigh impregnable” due to 

the fortifications and wire obstacles.29  

The major deficiency of the Russian defensive plan was the placement of its 

artillery. At this point in the war, Russia followed the tactic of positioning artillery on the 

highest point available to provide observed direct fires to its maneuver units. No 

consideration was given to using the new long-range artillery in an indirect fire role or 

concealing their locations. Due to this faulty doctrine, Russian positions were quickly 

identified and destroyed by Japanese gun batteries, even when protected by earth 

dugouts.30 Due to this faulty placement of its artillery at Nan Shan, Russia lost most of its 

guns by 9:00 A.M. on the first day of the attack.31  

On 23 May, the Japanese 2nd Army, under the command of General Oku, began 

movement toward the isthmus at Nan Shan.32 On 25 May, the Japanese were in assault 
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positions, with 35,000 troops in three divisions supported by 216 guns, and forty-eight 

machineguns.33 By 05:20 A.M. on 26 May, Chin-Chou was occupied and Japanese 

infantry began positioning for an attack on the Nan Shan Hills.34  

At daybreak, Japanese artillery supported by four gunboats, opened fire on 

Russian defensive positions. Beginning at 8:30 A.M., the Japanese launched the first of 

several infantry assaults to capture Nan Shan. Japanese Infantry reached positions within 

400-500 yards of the Russian defenses before being stopped by heavy small arms and 

machinegun fire.35 In these initial assaults, Japanese infantry commanders quickly 

realized the effectiveness of machineguns firing from prepared positions. Throughout the 

day, Japanese commander’s sent fire mission requests to supporting artillery to destroy 

machinegun emplacements that were stopping their advance.36 Japanese artillery 

continuously fired on Russian positions, but was unable to destroy the machine-gunners 

in their entrenched positions. The Russian infantry, using only machineguns and rifle fire, 

were able to defeat each new attack. 

During the battle, General Fock spent only a few minutes at the front and gave no 

support to the defenders. Even while Tretyakov’s regiment was successfully holding the 

Japanese attacks, General Fock began sending a series of pessimistic reports to Stoessel, 

including a request to withdraw if the situation became “untenable.”37 At 4:00 P.M., 

General Fock dispatched two companies to Nan Shan to be used only “to cover a retreat” 

and not to be placed in “the trenches.”38 Early in the battle, after Colonel Tretyakov had 

lost most of his artillery, he had requested additional artillery support from General Fock. 

While Fock controlled another forty-four artillery pieces, he refused to provide any 

additional support to the Nan Shan defenders.39  
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By midday, after further attacks that included the commitment of General Oku’s 

last reserves, the Japanese attack stalled.40 At 5:30 P.M., as the sun began to set, a final 

Japanese attack was coordinated. To support the attack, General Oku ordered his artillery 

to expend their last rounds in an attempt to destroy the remaining Russian machineguns.41 

During this attack, the Japanese 4th Division flanked the Russian defensive line by 

wading through the sea and attacking the undefended sea approach to Nan Shan.42  

Colonel Tretyakov, observing the Japanese flank attack, moved to that position in 

an attempt to gain control of the situation. At this critical moment Fock, who had 

continued to send lackadaisical reports to General Stoessel, received authorization to 

conduct a retreat from Nan Shan “if (the defenses) could not be maintained.” General 

Fock took this as a green light to withdraw and immediately sent an orderly forward with 

a withdrawal order. The orderly could not find Colonel Tretyakov, so he delivered the 

message to one of the company commanders in the forward trenches. This commander, 

receiving an order from a general officer to withdraw, began to move his company to the 

rear. He also notified adjoining companies to do the same. Without any overall command 

oversight, the ensuing withdrawal turned into a rout.43 When the Japanese observed the 

withdrawal, new attack was ordered and the heights of Nan Shan were occupied within 

an hour.44 Colonel Tretyakov did not regain control of his regiment until after it had 

fallen back from Nan Shan.45  

The Japanese troops were exhausted from the daylong battle and, with no 

remaining reserves, could not exploit their success and pursue.46 It would be two days 

before Japan continued the attack toward Port Arthur.47  
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Japanese casualties at Nan Shan were approximately 4,300 killed and wounded.48 

The Russian Fifth Regiment lost approximately half of its force, with 1,500 soldiers and 

seventy-fire officers killed or wounded.49 In addition to troop losses, Russia left behind 

sixty-eight artillery pieces and all ten machineguns.50  

In hindsight, Nan Shan was extremely significant as a precursor to the later battles 

for Port Arthur. During this battle, a single Russian infantry regiment, with thirteen 

entrenched companies and ten machineguns, was able to hold off the attack of three 

Japanese divisions for over twelve hours. Had General Fock committed a larger force and 

additional artillery, this early battle may have stalled Japanese plans for some time.51   

 

Japanese Attacks up to the Permanent Defenses 

On 29 May, the Japanese advanced unopposed to the port city of Dalny. Located 

twelve miles southeast from Nan Shan, Dalny was built to become Russia’s principal 

trade center in the Far East.52 After the defeat at Nan Shan, the Russians hurriedly 

evacuated the city, leaving its docks, wharves, and a rail yard almost undamaged. Dalny 

would prove invaluable in supplying the Japanese during the siege of Port Arthur and 

also the Japanese armies in the north.53 

After the occupation of Dalny, the Japanese Third Army was established to 

exercise control over the Liaotung Peninsula and to capture Port Arthur. Placed under the 

command of General Maresuke Nogi, the Third Army consisted of the 1st Infantry 

Division and the newly arrived 11th Infantry Division. General Nogi, who was present at 

the 1894 capture of Port Arthur, was called out of retirement to command the Army.54 
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The defining characteristic of the Liaotung Peninsula is the continuous pattern of 

hills and small mountains and the lack of any flat terrain. Generally, these hills run north 

to south, or perpendicular to the Japanese line of advance. Between these hills there are 

numerous narrow passes, ravines, and gorges. While the general lay of the hills offered 

the defender a limited advantage, the numerous passes and gorges through the mountains 

allowed the attacker the ability to cut off or bypass positions easily. 55  

The one of the tallest points on the peninsula was Chien-Shan hill, which rose to a 

height of 1,200 feet above sea level and offered the Russian’s unlimited observation of 

Japanese movements. Russia’s defensive line ran basically north south along the Chien-

Shan hill range in what was called the “position of the passes.”56 General Nogi’s first 

action after taking command was to order the capture of Chien-Shan hill and deny the 

Russians any further observation of his buildup of forces.57  

On the night of 25 June, the 11th Division launched an attack toward the hill and, 

by 5:30 P.M. the next afternoon captured the hill.58 To provide direct fire support in the 

attack, three batteries of mountain guns moved forward with the division. These guns 

were placed on a hill southeast of Chien-Shan and opened fire as the attack began. The 

defenders were caught off guard by the massed fires of the attacker and quickly retreated, 

leaving much of their equipment on the hilltop.59  

The Japanese lost 158 men in the attack, a comparatively small number due to the 

natural strength of the position. The impact of bringing the mountain guns to lay direct 

fire on the hill apparently broke the resolve of the defenders.60 Over the next week the 

Russians launched a series of piecemeal attacks to retake the lost positions. Each failed.61  
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From 5 July to 26 July, there was little change in the overall posture of the 

belligerent forces.62 During this period, several new Japanese units arrived at Dalny and 

joined the Third Army. These included the Japanese 9th Infantry Division, the 1st and 4th 

reserve or “Kobi” brigades, another artillery brigade with seventy-two guns, and three 

batteries of naval artillery. Significant to these new forces was the arrival of the 

additional artillery including 4.7-inch naval guns, several 3.9-inch mortars, and thirty 

older, 4.7-inch bronze “siege” guns. In addition to Japanese artillery, twelve 3.42-inch 

Russian guns captured at Nan Shan were integrated into the Japanese artillery parks.63 

While the Japanese paused their attacks to integrate these new units, Russia devoted its 

efforts to strengthening its defenses, building over five miles of trenches. To man these 

defenses, General Fock committed eighteen infantry battalions, twenty-two scout 

detachments, fifty-four guns (placed in the hill defenses) and thirty-two machineguns.64  

On 26 July, General Nogi began his next attack with a 180-gun artillery 

bombardment. For two days, three Japanese divisions and one of the Kobi brigade 

(approximately 60,000 troops) attacked the Russian defenses with limited success.65 The 

combinations of machineguns, prepared trenches and the natural strength of the terrain 

defeated each Japanese attack.66 At 1:00 A.M. on 28 July, the Japanese launched an 

attack that captured a critical hill along the southern defensive line.67 A second hill was 

then surrounded and the Russian defenders withdrew.68  

In a move that was characteristic of all successful Japanese attacks, these 

positions were immediately fortified with fresh troops and machineguns. These 

reinforced positions were able to defeat all Russian attempts to retake the hills.69 The loss 

of these two hills, which were the southern anchor of the Russian defenses, threatened the 
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remaining defensive line, and a withdrawal was ordered.70 By 9:00 A.M. on 28 July, the 

Japanese were in possession of the entire defensive line. Japanese losses from the three 

days of attacks were 4,000 killed and wounded. The Russian losses totaled 1,400 killed 

and wounded.71 

The Russian forces were withdrawn to their final positions outside of the 

permanent defenses of Port Arthur. These defenses extended along the Wolf Hills in the 

north and curved around to the hilltops of Ta-Ku-Shan and Hsiao-Ku-Shan on the 

southern coast. The Wolf Hills defenses were only partially completed, with trenches dug 

only at the base of the hills. No secondary positions were prepared that took advantage of 

the heights. Additionally, at the order of General Fock, the trenches were dug at the base 

of the hills, failing to take advantage of the heights and a tiered defense.72 

On 29 July, General Nogi ordered new attacks to commence on July 30th, in order 

to deny Russia the opportunity to strengthen their uncompleted defenses.73 Japanese 

artillery began movement at dusk on the 29 July and reached their firing positions at 2:00 

A.M. Japanese infantry began moving to assault positions at 3:00 A.M.74 

The new offensive took the Russians completely by surprise. The Russians 

offered little resistance and fled toward Port Arthur. By 12:00 P.M. the Japanese were in 

possession of the entire chain of the Wolf Hills at a cost of only 200 casualties.75 

Japanese losses in five days of attacks were between 2,500 and 4,000 troops.76 The total 

Russian losses were 1,400, with over 600 of these occurring during their retreat from the 

Wolf Hills.77    

The Japanese were now within a few miles of the permanent forts of Port Arthur. 

In a series of half-hearted and ill-lead defensive actions, Russia had given up numerous 
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defendable positions and was forced back to its last defensive lines at Port Arthur. Many 

of the positions, especially Nan Shan, could have significantly slowed the Japanese 

timelines for their attacks.  

 

The Defenses of Port Arthur 

Planning for the Port Arthur defenses began immediately after Russia took 

possession of the Liaotung Peninsula in 1898. This plan was based on the assumption that 

a future war would be fought with either Great Britain or Japan and that the port would 

be cut off by sea. Construction began in 1899, with their completion scheduled for 

1909.78  

 The sea defenses consisted of twenty-seven coastal battery positions in hardened 

sites. The batteries mounted guns ranging in caliber from 4.1-inch to 11-inch. 

Additionally, some of the battery positions were not only hardened, but had built in 

electric lifts to bring rounds to the guns from hardened magazines below ground.79 

The land defenses were built into the hills that surrounded the harbor of Port 

Arthur. These hills are approximately two and a half miles from the Port Arthur harbor. 

Dividing the hills in the northeast is Lun-Ho Valley. Through this valley run both the 

railroad and main road that lead to northern Manchuria. The eastern hills begin at the 

Lun-Ho Valley and extend down to the southern coast. These hills are the most rugged of 

the chain and were the best defended. To the west of the Lun Ho Valley, the hill range is 

less rugged, but consists of steep hills that command the entire harbor. The most 

significant hill in this chain is 203 Meter Hill, which would prove decisive in the later 

destruction of the Russian Far East Fleet.80  
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The planned land defenses for Port Arthur were to consist of two defensive lines. 

The outer line was to have six permanent forts (each hardened with concrete and 

mounting four 150 millimeter guns), nine smaller fortifications (with bunkers and 

covered infantry positions), and six fortified artillery battery positions. The six permanent 

works and many of the semi-permanent forts were designed with moats or scarps 

(ditches) dug to their front. These ditches were specifically dug to force an attacker into 

the open as he attacked, as well as to counter mining attempts against the forts. The inner 

defense was to have four lesser fortifications (with bunkers and covered infantry 

positions) and a continuous line of trenches.81 All defenses were sited to provide mutually 

supporting fires and make the seizure of any one position nearly impossible.82 

When hostilities broke out in 1904, the land defenses were far from complete. 

Only three of the planned six permanent fortifications were finished. The remaining 

defenses were in various stages of completion. 83  

In March 1904, Lieutenant General Konstantin Smirnov, an extremely competent 

officer, arrived to take the position of Commandant of the Port Arthur defenses. General 

Stoessel remained as the overall commander of the peninsula defenses.84 General 

Smirnov was shocked at the state of the defenses. General Stoessel, who had been in 

charge of the Port Arthur defenses for some time, had proclaimed as recently as January 

1904 that the defenses were ready to withstand any attack.85 Only the sea defenses proved 

capable of filling its mission of protecting the port from naval attack.86  

To defend the fortress, General Smirnov had approximately 38,000 army soldiers, 

including 28,000 trained infantrymen. Additionally, 10,000 sailors from the ships in the 

harbor and another 5,000 administrative troops were added to the defender’s strength. In 



 31

all, the fortress had approximately 53,000 troops to man its defenses. Later, other 

noncombatants who lived in the port were added to this number.87 Providing artillery 

support to the fortress was 646 field guns and howitzers and sixty-two machineguns. This 

number included the original 259 guns planned on the approaches and an additional 186 

naval guns taken from ships in the harbor.88 While most of the coastal defense artillery 

faced out to sea, some of the 10-inch and 11-inch guns could be turned to support the 

land defenses.89  

Working for General Smirnov was Major General Kondratenko, who was 

designated the Commander of the (Port Arthur) Land Defense. After the arrival of 

Smirnov, these two officers immediately began working together to improve the harbor 

defenses. Using soldiers and contracted Chinese laborers, vast improvements in the 

defenses were completed by August.90  

The defenses varied in quality and design. Barbed wire, relatively new on the 

battlefield, was in short supply.91 To supplement this shortage, normal telegraph wire was 

used. While this wire was easy to breach, it proved extremely effective in slowing 

Japanese rushes.92 To supplement the telegraph wire, heavy 1/4-inch wire was tied into 

the defenses. This heavy wire was difficult to cut and the Japanese had to order special 

wire cutters from Japan to breach it.93 One of the more interesting innovations of the 

Russian defenders was the use of an electrified fence. On the eastern approaches, a line 

was strung in front of the other wire defenses and charged with a 3,000-volt current.94 

Russian infantrymen actually feared the wire more than the Japanese, who easily 

circumvented the obstacle by using wire cutters with insulated handles.95  
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Russia also used land mines with both command and pressure detonation fuses. 

Artillery fire often cut the lead wires of command detonated mines, so pressure detonated 

mines were generally preferred.96 The actual destructiveness of these early mines proved 

more moral than actual, with few casualties being recorded due to their use.97 To 

supplement mine and wire obstacles, Russia also used boards with three and four-inch 

spikes facing upward. These improvised obstacles were effective against the attackers 

when anchored to trench parapets.98  

The placement of Russian artillery was to plague the defenders throughout the 

siege. In a manner similar to that at Nan Shan, almost every artillery piece not mounted in 

a permanent fort was placed on the summits of the defending hills. Apparently no thought 

was given to using artillery in an indirect fire role and, consequently, nearly all exposed 

Russian artillery was quickly identified and neutralized by Japanese artillery.99  

Japanese artillery though inferior in range was entirely placed in concealed firing 

points.100 On numerous occasions, Japanese artillery engaged Russian guns and either 

destroyed the emplacements or forced the gunners to seek cover and not return fire.101 

When firing at targets, Japanese batteries fired at objectives unseen by their crews in an 

indirect fire role.102 This technique shifted the emphasis of gunnery skills from the senior 

gunner to the observer, who was responsible for adjusting the indirect fires of the gun 

lines on unseen targets.103 To limit the damage of Russian counter fire artillery, Japanese 

battery positions were normally dispersed.104 To ensure coordination was made between 

these dispersed batteries, the Japanese, beginning with the Battle of the Yalu, utilized 

telephones to coordinate fires.105 When supporting an infantry attack, Japanese artillery 

fired on its assigned objective until the last possible minute before lifting fires, ensuring 
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maximum suppression for the attacking infantry. 106 To place maximum firepower at the 

point of attack, the Japanese began moving artillery into its forward trenches. Mountain 

guns and other small caliber guns (seventy millimeter and below) were moved up into the 

head of siege trenches to support the infantry in a direct fire role.107 In the November 

attacks, entire batteries of guns were moved into the trenches to support the infantry.108 

The Russians were most successful in their use of machineguns. Integrated into 

almost every defensive work, machineguns were responsible for many of the early 

Russian defensive successes.109 One observer of the siege placed the impact of the 

destructive fires of the machinegun as one of the causes of General Nogi’s decision to 

turn to siege warfare.110 Throughout the war, the Russian soldier would prefer 

machinegun fire to that of artillery.111  

The Japanese began the war with machinegun detachments assigned to only its 1st 

and 2nd Divisions.112 By the time the Japanese began their attacks in June, each division 

had twenty-four machineguns, and used these weapons to provide suppressive fire in 

support of infantry attacks.113 The Japanese would continue to effectively use 

machineguns in the attack throughout the war.114  

One weapon that reappeared on the battlefield during this war was the hand 

grenade. Historically, grenades had not been used in any great numbers since 1760.115 By 

1890, the British Army had totally removed grenades from its inventory.116 The grenades 

used by Japan and Russia during the war were of an improvised nature, made by stuffing 

expended shell casings or metal cans with gun cotton and black power. They were ignited 

using a length of fuse and a slow burning match.117 By the end of the campaign, the 

Japanese were using grenades extensively, often carrying their rifles in their left hand to 
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allow easy access and use of grenades when needed.118 Grenades were often the weapon 

of choice for the both the attacker and the defender during the siege.119  

In addition to hand grenades, trench mortars were developed by both sides and 

used by the hundreds.120 These weapons varied in diameter from five to seven inches and 

were made with bamboo or wood cylinders wrapped with rope for strength. The round 

was usually a tin can or an expended shell casing packed with explosives and propelled 

by a small bag of black powder. Ranges for these weapons varied from 250 to 450 

yards.121 The grenade and mortar provided the needed firepower for success in the close 

in fighting of trench warfare.  

 

The First General Assault, 7 August--24 August 1904 

Japan began its attacks on 7 August by attacking the Ta-Ku-Shan and Hsiao-Ku-

Shan hills located to the east of the Russian perimeter defenses.122 Russia defended these 

heights with four companies dug into a series of trenches near the top of each hill. These 

defenses integrated twelve field guns, defensive wire, a machinegun and mine obstacles. 

Both hills were natural defensive sites with steep approaches on all sides.123  

The attacks began with an extensive artillery preparation by twelve artillery 

batteries.124 Significant in these attacks was the first use of the “squared map” or grid 

method to control fires. This method was used throughout the remainder of the war.125 

The combined affects of massed Russian fires, defensive wire and mine obstacles, and a 

seasonal downpour defeated the first day’s attack.126 The following day the Japanese 

succeeded in taking the hills with heavy losses. During these attacks, Japan used hand 
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grenades for the first time on a large scale to support its maneuver.127 In two days of 

battle the Japanese lost 1,460 killed and wounded. Russia lost 450 wounded and killed.128 

On 19 August, General Nogi launched attacks on both the eastern and the western 

defenses of Port Arthur. In the west, Japan captured 174 Meter Hill, the furthest northern 

point in the Russian defensive line.129 On the eastern front, an attempt was made to take a 

small defensive work known as the Water Works Redoubt. The Japanese successfully 

captured the redoubt, but were quickly ejected by a Russian strong counterattack. 130 

As the attacks on 174 Meter Hill and the Water Works were underway, General 

Nogi finished his plans for a full frontal attack along the lines of the 1894 victory over 

the Chinese. In 1894, a one-day attack by 18,000 Japanese seized Port Arthur from 

12,000 Chinese.131 In 1904, the Japanese estimated the Russian defenders to number only 

20,000 to 25,000, a third of the Japanese total strength.132 Believing this underestimation 

to be correct and knowing that his superiors expected a quick victory to allow his Army 

to be committed to the north, General Nogi ordered an all out attack to begin on 21 

August.133   

Over the next three days, General Nogi launched a series of frontal attacks. From 

early dawn on the 21st until daybreak of the 24th, the Japanese literally hurled battalions 

and brigades against the fortress in an attempt to force a hole in the Russian lines to 

exploit.134 The main effort of these attacks was unexplainably focused in the east, where 

the strongest of the Russian permanent fortifications were located.135 In these attacks, two 

Japanese divisions succeeded in gaining possession of only two small defensive works at 

the base of the defensive line.136 In the west, the remaining Japanese division seized a 
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corner of 203 Meter Hill, the highest point in that section of the defensive lines, but were 

forced out of the position within hours by a strong counterattack.137  

At the end of the day on 24 August, the attacks were halted. These full-scale 

attacks failed due to a number of reasons. By placing the main effort of the attack in the 

east the Japanese assaulted strait into the strongest Russian positions.138 These defenses 

had the majority of the permanent works as well as numerous supporting trenches. Wire 

obstacles succeeded in slowing the attackers, while Russian machineguns and artillery 

were able to kill thousands of Japanese as they attacked.139 In all, the attacks cost the 

Japanese an estimated 14,000-15,000 soldiers, bringing the total losses of the Third Army 

to 20,000, a third of its initial force.140 Russia lost 3,000 killed and wounded.141   

After the devastating losses from the failed frontal attacks, General Nogi adopted 

a siege framework to reduce Port Arthur.142 Due to the strength of the Russian defenses, 

General Nogi determined his organic artillery and current siege guns were inadequate and 

requested heavy howitzers capable of destroying the permanent concrete fortifications 

within Port Arthur.143 General Nogi also ordered his Army to begin digging the 

systematic trench works needed for the siege.144  

 

The Second and Third Assaults, 19 September--30 October 1904 

Over the next two months, the Japanese began a systematic siege plan. The first 

series of attacks by the Japanese would focus on capturing the Water Works Redoubt in 

the east and 203 Meter Hill in the west. The Water Works Redoubt defended a natural 

spring, a primary water source for Port Arthur.145 The decision to attack 203 Meter Hill 

was based on its commanding position in the western range of hills. From 203 Meter Hill, 
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most of the harbor is observable, including the docks and facilities.146 The capture of this 

hill would later be the decisive point of the Japanese attacks. When the hill eventually fell 

in December, indirect fires destroyed the anchored Russian fleet in three days.  

One advantage that the Japanese had over the Russians during the siege was the 

ability to replace losses. On 3 September, 20,000 replacements arrived at Dalny to 

reconstitute the losses of the August attacks.147 Throughout the war, Japanese units were 

maintained at near 100 percent strength, while no replacements were available to the 

Russians within Port Arthur.148  

The siege trenches dug by the Japanese were five to six feet wide and as much as 

ten feet deep. The width of the trenches allowed the Japanese to move men and 

equipment freely while the trench depth gave them protection from observation and direct 

fires.149 To counter the Japanese in their trenching operations, the Russians could only 

fire artillery and direct dismounted attacks. Artillery had limited effect on the trenches, 

and Russia used the dismounted attack as a primary weapon against the Japanese efforts.  

To counter the Russian dismounted attacks, the Japanese used machineguns and 

small bore cannon to cover the siege works. The Japanese also threw grenades at the 

attackers.150 In an attempt to slow or halt the Japanese trenches, the Russians conduced 

nightly attacks against the Japanese, throwing volleys of grenades, firing their wood 

mortars, and even rolling large explosive charges down hills at the Japanese trenches.151  

When the Japanese launched their second large-scale attacks on 19 September, the 

Japanese siege trenches had reached within eighty yards of the Waterworks Redoubt.152 

After conducting almost thirty-six hours of near continuous attacks, the Japanese 

succeeded in capturing the redoubt.153 
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This attack was an excellent example of the complexity of an attack against a 

prepared defense. The Russians held the position with three companies and two 

machineguns. While defenders did not have any large guns integrated into their defense, 

several small caliber thirty-seven millimeter guns were employed. Additionally, a new 

innovation was used. This consisted of a torpedo tube taken from a ship and mounted in 

the defenses. These tubes were used as a direct or indirect fire weapon, firing seventy-

pound explosives approximately seventy yards. Fires from the surrounding heights also 

supported the defenders.154  

In the days preceding the attack, Japanese engineers first cut the defensive wire 

protecting the fort, and then crept forward and cleared mines.155 At the hour of the attack, 

while Japanese artillery laid continuous fires on the Russian positions as companies 

moved forward in platoon rushes. A furious barrage of machinegun and direct fire 

artillery met the attackers. The effects of this fire halted the first day’s assaults. Artillery 

was then called in on the Russians in an attempt to further reduce the defenses.156 That 

night, two attacks were launched. During the second attack, infantry, using large numbers 

of grenades, successfully entered the Russian trenches. After several hours of hand-to-

hand fighting, the Russians withdrew and the site was secured.157  

In the west, the capture of Namakoyama Hill, situated on the approaches to 203 

Meter Hill, was necessary prior to an assault on 203 Meter Hill. After a ten-hour artillery 

preparation, two infantry battalions advanced against the hill. In the attack, the Japanese 

used large numbers of hand grenades to stun the Russians and seized a foothold on the 

summit. The Japanese immediately fortified their position with machineguns and were 
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able to fight off several counterattacks. Following a second day’s artillery bombardment, 

the Japanese were able to seize the remainder of the hill.158 

The final objective in the western attack was 203 Meter Hill. While not built as a 

permanent fort, several months of construction had resulted in fully prepared defenses. 

These defenses consisted of two lines of trenches with integrated machineguns and wire. 

Defending the hill were 1,500 soldiers from the 5th East Siberian Rifle Regiment, the 

same unit that defended Nan Shan.159  

On 20 September, the Japanese launched their attack on 203 Meter Hill. To reach 

the first Russian trench, Japanese infantry had to cross 600 yards of open ground. With 

the exception of one small element that actually entered the Russian trenches at the 

corner of the defenses, every assault was stopped by the combined power of artillery, 

machineguns and grenades.160 After two days of assaults and 2,300 casualties, the attacks 

were stopped.161 Russian losses in the defense of 203 Meter Hill and in the loss of 

Namakoyama Hill were 400 killed and wounded.162 

During the month of September, the first 11-inch howitzers arrived at Dalny. 

These guns were removed from coast defense forts in Japan to support the Port Arthur 

attacks. A total of eighteen 11-inch howitzers would eventually be used in the assault. 

Upon their arrival at Dalny, these systems were moved by rail to the front and were then 

literally manhandled into their firing positions.163 Each gun fired a 485-pound shell out to 

a range of approximately 9,000 yards. All guns were concealed when being placed. From 

their firing positions, they could range anywhere in the Port Arthur area.164 

On 1 October, the first 11-inch guns began firing on Port Arthur and delivering 

desultory fire on Russian ships in the harbor.165 These guns would significantly reduce 
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the defenses of the Russians. Russian bunkers, initially built to provide protection against 

6-inch artillery, were all susceptible to destruction from the 11-inch guns.166  

On 26 October, the third general assault began. 167 This assault focused on seizing 

three permanent forts and three battery positions located on the northern portion of the 

eastern defenses. After several days of preparatory artillery fires, the Japanese launched 

assaults lasting three days. The Japanese were only able to capture one battery position 

and the advance trenches of two permanent forts of Erh-Lung-Shan and Sung-Shu-Shan. 

The Japanese losses in these attacks were 2,021 wounded or killed. While these attacks 

were failures, the capture of the lead trenches did accelerate the siege trench efforts.168  

 

The Fourth Assault, 26 November 1904 

After the failure of the third general assault to reduce any of the permanent forts, 

Japan redoubled its engineering efforts. The engineers not only continued to expand the 

siege trenches, but they also began mining operations against the permanent forts in the 

eastern defenses.169 In the east, the Japanese continued their siege trenches.170  

In November, the strength of General Nogi’s Army was increased with the arrival 

of the 7th Infantry Division. To replace the substantial Japanese losses, additional 

replacements arrived at Dalny, including five new engineer companies. By 20 November, 

these forces were integrated, and the Third Army was prepared for a offensive.171  

The objectives for the November attack were six sites along the eastern defenses 

(two permanent forts and four battery positions). Siege trenches had closed to within 

forty yards of one of the nearest forts and within 200 yards of the farthest.172 One of these 

trenches was expanded to hold an entire regiment of Japanese infantry for the assault.173 
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To support the attacks, mines were dug on the edges of the scarps and charges fired to fill 

these obstacles with debris. This action allowed the attacker easier access to the outer 

walls of the forts.174  

On 26 November, after a bombardment that included the 11-inch guns, the 

Japanese left their trenches to be met by a hail of small arms fire and a shower of 

grenades from the defenders.175 While the Japanese did reach several initial trench lines, 

the Russians committed reinforcements at critical points and were able to retake their lost 

positions.176 By the end of the day, the Russians using the combined affects of grenades, 

machineguns, wooden mortars, and artillery, were able to defeat the attacks of two 

Japanese divisions.177  

That night, the Japanese attempted a clandestine attack to turn the flank of the 

Russian eastern defenses. Approximately 2,600 volunteers from the four divisions 

attempted to breach the seam between the east and west fortifications in the Lun-Ho 

Valley. At around 2:00 A.M., as this large force attempted to breach a wire obstacle, a 

Russian searchlight illuminated the force. In the ensuing barrage of artillery, rifle and 

machinegun fire, the Japanese lost an estimated 1,500 men of the attack force.178 This 

failed attack ended the assaults in the east. The total losses for the Japanese in twenty-

four hours of action were 5,500 killed and wounded.179 After these significant losses, 

General Nogi turned his entire attention to capturing 203 Meter Hill.   

 

The Capture of 203 Meter Hill, 28 November--5 December 1904 

After the Japanese attacks in September, the defenders of 203 Meter Hill spent 

day and night rebuilding their defenses and turned the hill into a fortress. By the time the 
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preparatory artillery attacks began, the defenders had made numerous improvements to 

the hill. Bunkers were constructed along the trench lines to protect the infantry from 

artillery fire, and a large bunker was built at the rear of the hill to hold a counterattack 

force. Two belts of wire covered the trench line approaches. At the beginning of the 

attack, the hill had five companies defending it with four machineguns.180 

By the end of November, Japanese siege trenches had reached a point only forty 

meters from the forward Russian trench on the hill.181 The 1st Division, the 1st Kobi 

Brigade, and the newly arrived 7th Division were assigned to conduct the attack.182 After 

a significant artillery preparation, Japanese infantry fought their way up to the main 

trench line. They were soon forced back down the hill by Russian counterattacks, but 

were able to maintain control of the first Russian trench line.183 Over the next eight days 

some of the bloodiest fighting of the war would take place to seize this one hill.    

During the attack on 203 Meter Hill, the fires of the 11-inch guns proved critical 

for the Japanese. After several days of continuous fires, the 11-inch guns soon reduced 

every manmade feature on the hill into rubble, leaving almost no trace of the trenches.184 

Due to these continuous fires, the defenders resorted to manning the line with only a few 

scouts that would call for reinforcements from the rear of the hill at the beginning of a 

new attack.185 The hilltop turned into a “no mans land,” with grenades and machinegun 

fire raking every corner.186 Over the course of the battle, Russia would lose an average of 

500 casualties a day.187 To replace these troops, companies were stripped away from the 

fortresses’ other defenses, significantly weakening them. 188 

The turning point in the battle occurred when Japan realized that the Russians 

strength was its ability to reinforce the hill from the rear. To defeat this reinforcement 
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route, six batteries of 36 guns were massed on the crest of an adjacent hill to place direct 

fire on the reinforcement route during the Japanese attacks.189 The hill finally fell on 5 

December when a Japanese attack of eight battalions was launched.190 The total Japanese 

losses were between 10,000 and 12,000. The total Russian losses were 4,000 to 5,000 

killed and wounded.191 

The capture of 203 Meter Hill gave the Japanese the observation post it needed to 

direct fires on the Russian Far East Fleet within Port Arthur. Within three days, Japanese 

fires had sunk or immobilized all of Russia’s remaining capital ships.192 Following the 

fleet’s destruction, fires were shifted to destroy Russian factories, warehouses and port 

facilities.193 

 

Mining Operations to the Surrender, 6 December--1 January 1905 

After the destruction of the Russian Pacific Fleet, siege warfare continued in the 

east. Japanese engineers continued to push toward the permanent forts with trenches and 

mines. After losing 203 Meter Hill, the Russians readjusted their lines, falling back to a 

series of old Chinese forts in the west.194 The loss of personnel defending 203 Meter Hill 

greatly weakened the remainder of the fort.  

In the east, manning of the defenses was reduced by almost half to build a general 

reserve for the fortress. This reserve force was pulled back off the defensive line, 

increasing the reaction time for a counterattack, should one be needed against a Japanese 

success. The poor placement of the general reserve hastened the fall of the fortress.195 

On 18 December, the Japanese detonated two mines under one of the permanent 

forts and launched a new attack. The defenders fought for most of the day, but were 
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finally forced from the position. The Russian reserve force was never committed, greatly 

contributing to the loss of the fort.196  

On 28 December, two mines were fired under Erh-Lung-Shan Fort, another 

permanent fort, and the Japanese launched a new assault. The Russians fought 

tenaciously to defend the fort for eight hours before being pushed out of the position.197 

At this stage in the battle, Japan now integrated not only machineguns into its attacks but 

also light field artillery and mountain guns. The result gave the Japanese infantry 

maximum firepower at the point of the attack.198 On 31 December a third fort, Sung-Su-

Shan, was mined and captured in a one-day attack.199 

On 31 January, Japan was able to use these captured forts as a jump off point to 

capture Wang-Tai, a central hill in Russia’s eastern defensive line. The following day, 

Lieutenant General Stoessel sent a flag of truce to discuss surrender terms.  

 

Summary 

In looking at the accounts of the Siege of Port Arthur, the one prevalent feature in 

the observer accounts is the critical requirement to bring maximum firepower to bear 

during an attack for success. During the siege, the Japanese refined this tactic and 

committed all possible weapons in support of its infantry attacks. The free use of hand 

grenades and machineguns, as well as artillery and improvised mortars, proved necessary 

for a successful attack. While siege artillery and mining were critical to reduce the 

defenses, infantry still had to enter the positions to secure them.   

Also clear in the observer accounts was the lethal affect of modern firepower on 

the battlefield. While losses of 20,000 soldiers a day did not occur in every daily attack as 
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on the Somme Battlefield, losses as a percentage of the total force committed were 

extremely high. The Siege of Port Arthur cost the Japanese over 91,000 soldiers, roughly 

ten percent of its total army in Manchuria.200 This number is even more substantial when 

compared to the total committed force of 75,000 to 90,000.201 In this comparison, the 

Japanese experienced a one hundred percent casualty rate for its attacking force. The 

Russians, in the defense, lost 65,000 soldiers (killed and captured), including ground 

troops and naval personnel. Significant in this loss was the sinking of the Far East 

Fleet.202  

The capture of Port Arthur was not the decisive act of the Russo-Japanese War, 

but was a strategic and moral victory for Japan. Strategically, the port was Russia’s only 

ice-free harbor in the Far East. Located close to the Yellow Sea, it gave Russia the ability 

to interdict Japan’s sea lines of communication as well as the ability to influence Chinese 

and Korean affairs.203 Russia’s continued possession of the port offered the threat of 

Russia joining its Baltic and Pacific Fleets to threaten Japan.204 The moral value of the 

capture of Port Arthur was one of prestige and national honor.205 By regaining the port, 

Japan not only justified the war, but also proclaimed to the world its superiority over 

Russia, but its preeminence in the Far East.206
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CHAPTER 3 
 

THE BATTLE OF MUKDEN 
 

The aim of this battle is to decide the fate of the war, so it is not a question 
of occupying certain points or taking tracks of land.1 

 
 Marshal Oyama, Directive to the Japanese Manchurian Army at Mukden 

 
This chapter will look at The Battle of Mukden, the final major land battle of the 

Russo-Japanese War. The Battle of Mukden was distinctly different from the Siege of 

Port Arthur. While the Port Arthur siege demonstrated modern weapons in a somewhat 

stationary battle, the Battle of Mukden featured large-scale large maneuver warfare, with 

corps and army movements. The Battle of Mukden was the largest battle fought in the 

Russo-Japanese War and was the largest battle fought in history up to that point.2 Over 

600,000 combatants fought on a front extending ninety miles.3 To control these large 

armies, both the Japanese and Russian commanders used the telegraph and telephone 

extensively. In addition to new communications systems, every modern weapon system 

of the time was represented and the latest maneuver tactics were tested.4 

Military and civilian observers recorded the events of the sixteen-day Battle of 

Mukden in the same voluminous fashion that they recorded the Port Arthur siege. These 

observer accounts illustrate the lethal combined effects of the hand grenade, machinegun, 

improvised trench mortar, and field artillery on the 20th Century battlefield.  

The following narrative will use the international observer accounts of the Battle 

of Mukden to illustrate what lessons were available to the observer nations in the period 

just prior to the beginning of the First World War. These accounts clearly illustrate that 
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the lethality of modern weapons found at Port Arthur was not an exception but by 1904, a 

reality in modern combat.  

The Armies that Fought at Mukden 

Both the Japanese and Russian governments chose their best military leaders to 

execute the Russo-Japanese War and both were present as commanders at Mukden. To 

command the Japanese forces, Marshal Iwao Oyama, the prewar Japanese Army Chief of 

Staff, was selected. The son of a Samurai, Marshal Oyama joined the army as it began 

modernizing in the 1860s. In 1870, Marshal Oyama was selected to go to Europe as an 

observer of the Franco-Prussian War. In 1884, he returned to Europe to request German 

instructors to teach German drill and regulations at Japanese military colleges.5 During 

the Sino-Japanese War, Oyama served as an army commander and was an obvious choice 

to command the Japanese Manchurian Army.6 To defeat the Russian Manchurian Army 

quickly and set the conditions for a favorable negotiated peace, Marshal Oyama desired 

to execute a large-scale envelopment, similar to the German success at Sedan in 1870, 

somewhere in Manchuria.7  

While the Japanese leadership used German staff models for its organization, the 

Japanese military manpower system was also based on the German example. Prior to the 

war, 40,000--50,000 soldiers were conscripted into the Japanese Army each year for a 

three-year period. At the completion of this active duty, these troops served an additional 

four years and four months in the active or First Reserve, which was used to bring active 

divisions to full strength in times of war. At the end of this term, the soldiers would enter 

the inactive or Second Reserve for another five-year period.8 At the beginning of the war, 
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Japan had an active force of 200,000 soldiers and a trained reserve force of over 300,000. 

Additionally, there were another 200,000 draft age men available for service.9  

To execute the war, Japan mobilized its divisions over several months, with the 

last pre-war divisions arriving in Manchuria in September 1904. Beginning in September, 

Japan also activated soldiers from its inactive or Second Reserve to replace mounting 

front line casualties. Using activated Second and First Reserves, Japan maintained its 

front line divisions at 100 percent strength throughout the war.10 To replace officer 

casualties, Japan commissioned officer cadets from its military academies earlier than 

their scheduled graduations.11 Throughout the war, Japan maintained combat units at 

their authorized levels, with replacements often being assigned within days of reported 

losses.12 

The Japanese infantry drill regulation, published before the war, used many of the 

concepts developed in Germany.13 The Japanese believed that in an infantry versus 

infantry battle, the victor owed his success to the use of superior marksmanship, 

firepower, discipline, and control.14 To enhance marksmanship training, the Japanese 

conducted ranges with soldiers under “battle conditions,” wearing full marching gear.15 

In addition to precision marksmanship, Japan considered firepower a prerequisite to 

enable infantry to get close enough to the enemy to “charge with the bayonet.”16 The 

integration of massed firepower seen at Port Arthur was repeated at The Battle of 

Mukden.  

Japanese tactics did change after the early battles In Manchuria. By the end of 

July 1904, the Japanese adopted an extended formation, with officers and non-

commissioned officers using whistles to control fifteen to twenty man sections as they 
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advanced in rushes. During these advances, one section fired while the other section 

advanced.17 While several of the observer accounts claim this formation was new, it was 

in fact cited as a form of maneuver in Japan’s prewar infantry drill regulation. 18 After 

experiencing the heavy losses of the war’s first battles, Japan adopted extended 

formations as its primary form of infantry maneuver. To defend against the massed 

firepower of Russians in the defense, the Japanese began to dig hasty defensive positions 

whenever halted, even during lulls in an attack.19 In attacks over the frozen featureless 

ground of Mukden, the Japanese infantry improvised a new type of cover during attacks. 

To provide protection from Russian direct fire after conducting a rush, Japanese infantry 

began carrying bags filled with earth and sand forward in the advance. At the completion 

of a rush, they placed the bags to their front as a firing platform and for protection.20 

During the battles around Mukden, this technique was used extensively to overcome the 

effects of the frozen earth.21 To blend in with the surrounding terrain, Japanese uniform 

color was modified from blue to khaki. Thus, during one Japanese attack at Mukden, a 

Russian infantryman stated that the Japanese “vanished” at the end of a rush due to the 

color of their uniforms and excellent use of terrain.22  

After the fall of Port Arthur, Japanese engineers that were stripped from the 

Manchurian Armies in September 1904 were reassigned to their parent divisions. As 

these troops returned to their original units, they quickly spread the combat lessons 

learned at Port Arthur, especially the use of the hand grenades and trench mortars.23  

By the beginning of 1905, the Japanese Army desired to conduct what it hoped 

would be the final decisive battle. In the north, Marshal Oyama commanded three armies 

(the First, Second, and Fourth), with nine full strength divisions and several reserve 
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brigades.24 On 18 January, after the capture of Port Arthur, the Third Army, with its four 

divisions, began marching north to join the remainder of the Manchurian Army. The 

artillery of the Army was moved north by rail. The Third Army arrived at Liao-Yang in 

mid-February.25  

The commander of Russia’s Manchurian Army was General Alexei Kuropatkin. 

General Kuropatkin was born in 1848 to a noble family. He graduated first in his class 

from the Nicholas Military Academy in 1874, and served as a division chief of staff in 

the 1877-1878 Russo-Turkish War.26 Kuropatkin was made a general officer at age 

thirty-six and was considered in Russia to be a soldier-scholar, studying the military art 

and publishing military works.27 In 1898, Kuropatkin was appointed as Russia’s Minister 

of War and on 20 February 1904, he was selected to command Russia’s Manchurian 

Army.28  

While considered an extremely capable and intelligent man in Europe and Russia, 

General Kuropatkin’s actions in the field would reveal several character weaknesses. 

General Kuropatkin was prone to hesitation and slow to make decisions on the 

battlefield.29 The Japanese had a more accurate picture of Kuropatkin, and held him in 

very low esteem, stating that he “never attempts any great movement, but is always 

content with nibbling and retiring.”30  

While it appeared that Russia was caught unprepared to fight a war with Japan, 

General Kuropatkin, as the Russian War Minister, had ordered an extensive study for a 

Far East campaign. In 1903, after a visit to Manchuria and Japan, he established the 

“General Principles of Operations against Japan.”31 Under these principles, he planned to 

trade land for time to build up Russian forces to defeat the Japanese.32 His plan allowed 
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Japan to occupy Korea and then move north into Manchuria. Russian forces were to 

avoid decisive engagements and offer only limited resistance to slow the Japanese 

advance until Russian strength grew. In this study, Kuropatkin determined that the 

Russian Far East Fleet was critical to defeating troop landings. With no interference, 

Kuropatkin estimated that Japan could land three divisions in Korea within three weeks 

of declaring war and another three divisions a week later. He expected the Japanese to 

maintain the initiative during the first two months of the war, but after six months, he 

expected the advantage to shift to Russia.33 Once Russia built up sufficient strength, its 

army would drive the Japanese out of Manchuria and Korea, and eventually invade 

Japan.34 General Kuropatkin’s estimation of Japan’s capabilities and timeline proved very 

accurate, but he greatly overestimated Russia’s ability to gain the initiative. The overall 

plan to give ground to gain time for reinforcements to arrive was sound, but Russia’s 

Army never escaped the mental attitude of a passive defense during the war.35 The 

Japanese, on the other hand, seized and kept the initiative throughout the war.36 

At the beginning of the war Russia had the largest standing army in the world, 

with an active force of 1,100,000 soldiers. This army, however, was almost solely 

focused on the threat of a European war, and during the first year of the Russo-Japanese 

War, no active European corps or divisions were committed to Manchuria.37 During this 

period, Russia attempted to fight a limited war, committing the smallest forces perceived 

necessary to defeat Japan. It was not until mid-1905, after the Battle of Mukden, that the 

first active units were deployed from European Russia to Manchuria.38 

The Russian Army that fought at Mukden was significantly different from the 

active divisions that fought at Port Arthur. In February 1904, the Russian Manchurian 
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Army numbered approximately 150,000 men.39 By September 1904, this number was 

increased by 170,000 troops, including troops from seven newly mobilized reserve 

divisions.40 These divisions were built around an active cadre or “skeleton” field 

organization of about 25 percent active troops.41 The leadership for these units was drawn 

from existing cadre, with brigade headquarters staffs that were expanded into division 

staffs and battalion staffs that were expanded into brigade and regimental staffs.42  

To ensure that Russia could mobilize troops for a European contingency, Russia 

only mobilized its less-capable Second Class Reserves.43 In an average 220-man reserve 

division company, up to 160 soldiers came from the second reserve.44 By comparison, an 

active division maintained a cadre of roughly 114 soldiers and, during mobilization, 

would be filled to 100 percent with First Class Reserves, who had only recently been 

released from active service.45 By mobilizing only older, Second Class Reserves, Russia 

began the war with a significant disadvantage to the front line Japanese divisions they 

would face.    

Training the newly mobilized soldiers also posed a problem for the Russian 

Army. To reduce the costs of the war, the Russian Government staggered the 

mobilization of its units to fit the rail deployment timeline. This desire to save all possible 

costs for this “limited war,” resulted in almost no train-up of mobilized forces.46 Most of 

the mobilized troops received as little as ten days training before making the forty to fifty 

day train movement to Manchuria. During the first year of the war, these newly 

mobilized troops often went into battle immediately upon arriving in Manchuria.47 While 

most of the activated soldiers had previous army service, some had never seen the Model 

1891 rifle, introduced thirteen years prior.48 Little was done to familiarize these soldiers 
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with their basic weapon, as the Russian marksmanship regulation allotted only twenty 

qualification rounds for mobilized troops. New recruits, in comparision, were allotted 125 

rounds for annual range training.49 The prewar Russian range training manual also failed 

to address the improved range and accuracy of the new rifle, with half of the 125 rounds 

used for volley firing drills.50 Not only were the Russian divisions manned with older 

soldiers than the standard Japanese division, they also received much less training than 

the activated Japanese soldiers.  

In 1904, Russian infantry tactics still followed 19th Century lines, and had not 

progressed to match the capabilities of modern weapons.51 To counter field artillery 

effects, troops were trained to move in files with a ten-pace interval. When under fire, 

soldiers were to run while “stooping,” and use terrain for cover when possible.52 In the 

attack, Russian tactics called for the use of shock effect. Troops were to fire one rifle 

volley at the enemy followed by a bayonet charge.53 No combined training of newly 

mobilized infantry and artillery units was conducted prior to their deployment to 

Manchuria.54  

The lack of individual and section training also negated the advantage that the 

new Model 1900 quick-fire artillery piece gave the Russians. Many of the gunners 

received their only instruction on the weapon in the rail cars en route to Manchuria and 

did not fire the system until they were in combat with the Japanese.55 It was only in the 

last months of 1904 and early months of 1905 that arriving units were able to conduct 

limited combined arms training.56 Due to this limited integrated training, Russian artillery 

failed to effectively support Russian infantry in the defense or during counterattacks 

during the Mukden battle.57 
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Events leading up to The Battle of Mukden 

In the period between the Battle of the Yalu and the surrender of Port Arthur in 

January 1905, the Japanese and Russians fought several major and minor battles in 

Manchuria. The three major land battles that took place during this period were the Battle 

of Wa-Fang-Gou in June 1904, the Battle of Liao-Yang in June and July 1904, and the 

Battle of Sha-ho in October 1904.58 

While none of these battles were decisive for either side, each encounter ended 

with a Russian withdrawal that left the Japanese in control of the battlefield. During these 

battles, Japan was forced to commit its reserves to secure a tactical victory and was then 

unable to exploit the retreat of the Russian forces with a strong pursuit. The inconclusive 

Battle of Sha Ho in October 1904 left both the Russian and Japanese forces exhausted.59 

After this battle, both armies dug in along the Sha Ho River to reorganize. The Russian’s 

assumed defensive positions to await additional reinforcements from Russia, while the 

Japanese assumed a defensive posture to await the arrival of the Third Army, as the fall 

of Port Arthur was expected at any time.60 As the Battle of Mukden began, the Russian 

forces had occupied the same terrain for almost five months.   

 After the fall of Port Arthur, General Kuropatkin attempted to interdict the 

movement of the Japanese Third Army to the north with the war’s largest cavalry raid.61 

Beginning on 8 January, over 8,000 cavalry troops moved south to conduct attacks on 

Japanese railroad and telegraph sites.62 During the ten-day raid, Russian cavalry traveled 

180 miles and conducted several decentralized attacks on railroad and telegraph stations 

in the Japanese rear area. Overall, the raid was considered unsuccessful, as it failed to 

destroy any railroad bridges or inflict any lasting damage.63  
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On 19 January, prior to the arrival of the Japanese Third Army, General 

Kuropatkin decided to exploit his current numerical advantage and conduct an attack on 

the Japanese near the town of San-De-Pu.64 The attack commenced on 25 January, 

against the western flank of the Japanese, with the goal of cutting off the Japanese lines 

of communication to the south.65 While Kuropatkin intended the offensive to exploit his 

numerical superiority over the Japanese, he committed less than half of his available 

troops, keeping two full corps as a reserve.66 The Japanese, defended from the numerous 

villages they had occupied for the winter and committed all of their available reserves to 

halt the Russian attack. By 27 January, the Japanese halted the Russian attack and 

launched a counterattack. On 31 January, the Russian ground commander ended the 

seven-day battle and ordered a retreat to his initial positions.67 

The Russians were defeated by several factors, including Kuropatkin’s 

indecisiveness and failure to commit a larger portion of his available forces. The weather 

was also a major factor, as it remained between ten and twenty degrees below freezing in 

the daytime hours.68 The battle ended with the Russians losing 12,000-15,000 casualties 

and the Japanese losing 10,000. Both armies suffered significant casualties from 

frostbite.69 Had the Russian attack been successful in cutting the Japanese lines of 

communications, the course of the Battle of Mukden could have changed significantly or 

been postponed.70 

As the Battle of San-De-Pu was ending, the Japanese launched a cavalry raid into 

northern Manchuria to disrupt Russian lines of communication. On 11 February, a 

Japanese force, numbering only 150 troops, conducted a raid 160 miles north of 

Mukden.71 These raiders destroyed a bridge on the Hsinkai Ho River, stopping rail traffic 
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to the south for two weeks.72 A secondary and more important effect of this raid was its 

impact on General Kuropatkin. To counter the threat of future attacks on his lines of 

communication, he committed over 40,000 additional troops, and a large portion of his 

cavalry force to guard the rail line north of Mukden.73 By assigning a large cavalry 

screening force to his rear area, General Kuropatkin effectively stripped away much of 

his mobile reconnaissance and intelligence force from supporting him at Mukden.   

 

The Terrain and Plans of Attack at Mukden 

In 1905, the city of Mukden was the largest city in Manchuria, with a population 

of 200,000 people. Located along the Hun-Ho River some 260 miles northeast of Port 

Arthur, it was the traditional home of the reigning dynasties of China. The Manchurian 

branch of the Trans-Siberian Railroad ran two miles to the west of Mukden. 74 The terrain 

to the west of the city was a relatively open plain, dotted with numerous villages 

containing mud and brick buildings.75 The terrain south and north of Mukden consisted of 

rolling hills that were broken by the Hun-Ho and Sha-Ho Rivers. To the east, the rolling 

hills quickly rose into mountainous terrain. The Hun-Ho River begins in the mountains to 

the northeast of Mukden and flows to the southwest, two miles south of the city. The Sha-

Ho River follows a similar course twelve to fifteen miles south of Mukden and then 

enters into the Tai-Tsu-Ho River, which parallels the Hun-Ho River. During the winter 

months, both the rivers and the ground were frozen solid. While the frozen rivers allowed 

the Japanese to easily cross the water obstacles, the frozen plowed fields slowed foot 

movement due to the rough footing caused by the furrows.76     
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The arrival of the four divisions of the Third Army at Liao-Yang allowed Marshal 

Oyama to begin maneuvering his forces for the planned decisive battle. Liao-Yang, 

located 37 miles south of Mukden, was Japan’s primary supply base in northern 

Manchuria and all Japanese armies were located north of the town. In addition to the 

arrival of the Third Army, several Kobi (reserve) brigades arrived in Manchuria to 

strengthen the Japanese force.77 With these additional forces, Marshall Oyama formed the 

Japanese Fifth Army by assigning to it the 11th Division from the Third Army and by 

forming a Kobi division using two Kobi brigades. The Fifth Army had an additional Kobi 

brigade as its reserve. The Japanese general reserve consisted of the 3rd Division and two 

Kobi brigades.78  

Operating with five armies, Marshal Oyama planned a large double envelopment 

of Mukden, with the main effort in the west, and a supporting attack in the east.79 The 

order for the attack was issued on 20 February, with the eastern attack to begin on 23 

February. The attack in the west was to commence several days later, with the hope that 

Russia would misread the Japanese main effort.80 Marshal Oyama planned to envelop the 

Russians at Mukden, force a retreat, and then destroy the Russian Army as it retreated.81 

In the west, the main effort of the Japanese attack was to move north of the Hun-

Ho River and attack Mukden from the east and rear. This mission was given to the Third 

Army, now consisting of three divisions and one Kobi brigade as its reserve.82 In order to 

hide the whereabouts of the Third Army, it was positioned behind the Japanese Second 

Army on the eastern flank. The Third Army was to remain stationary for several days 

after the initial attacks and then begin a flanking movement to the east of Mukden.83 The 
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Third Army’s cavalry brigade was augmented with infantry and was to screen the army’s 

advance.84  

To conduct the supporting attack in the east, Marshal Oyama used the Fifth Army. 

This decision greatly benefited the Japanese plan of attack, as the Russians identified the 

11th Division early in the battle and then assumed that the entire Third Army was 

operating in the east as the Japanese main effort.85  

The remaining three Japanese armies were arrayed to the east of the Fifth Army. 

The First Japanese Army with two divisions and three Kobi brigades was located directly 

to the west of the Fifth Army. Next to the First Army was the Fourth Army with two 

divisions and two Kobi brigades. On the western flank was the Second Army, which 

contained three divisions and two Kobi brigades. The Second Army was to keep all 

forces to its front tied down, to secure the movement of the Third Army into its flanking 

movement.86 The Second Army would directly support the main effort later in the battle 

as it pivoted to the northeast to maintain contact with the Third Army’s flank during its 

movement. The overall mission of the center armies was to hold the Russian Armies in 

place until the two flanking armies arrived at the rear of Mukden. In reserve, Marshal 

Oyama maintained the 3rd division and three Kobi brigades.87  

To support this force of almost 325,000 soldiers, the Japanese employed over 900 

field guns and 170 heavy guns, including several of the heavy 11-inch guns, which were 

moved north from Port Arthur by rail. The Japanese force also had 200 machineguns that 

were used in the attack.88 

Command and control of this massive infantry and artillery force was one of the 

smallest challenges encountered by the Japanese leadership. After the Battle of Sha-Ho in 
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October 1904, the armies of Japan used the telephone heavily for all tactical reporting 

(versus the traditional use of runners).89 Telegraph and telephone wire connected all 

division and brigade headquarters, and often went down to battalion level.90 As units 

moved, Japanese signal troops rolled out communications wire to maintain 

communications with its higher headquarters.91 As at Port Arthur, all artillery batteries 

were connected by telephone to control their fires.92 During the flanking movements of 

Third Army, artillery officers moved forward with the attacks and sent fire support 

requests by telephone to supporting artillery battalions.93 Throughout the battle, Marshal 

Oyama was able to remain stationary in his headquarters and receive reports and issue 

orders almost instantaneously.94  

As the Japanese began developing their attack plans, the Russian Manchurian 

Army continued to grow with the daily arrival of new troops and equipment by rail. By 

mid-February 1905, General Kuropatkin controlled three armies and a large general 

reserve. These forces were placed in defensive positions south of Mukden. The Second 

Russian Army, consisting of three corps, was stationed in the west. The Third Russian 

Army, with three corps, defended due south of Mukden along the Sha-Ho River. The 

First Russian Army with four corps was positioned in the east, in the mountainous region. 

To secure the flanks of the Russian Army, Kuropatkin positioned forces on each flank. In 

the east, two infantry divisions and three cavalry regiments secured the flank of the First 

Army. In the west, one and a half cavalry divisions and an infantry brigade were 

deployed to protect the flank of the Second Army. General Kuropatkin’s reserve 

consisted of a reinforced corps located near Mukden.95 The total Russian force was 

relatively equal to that of Japan, totaling approximately 325,000 men. These troops were 
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supported by 1,200 artillery pieces (including 250 heavy artillery pieces) and 88 machine 

guns.96 

Since the Battle of the Sha-Ho in October, the Russian forces had remained 

relatively stationary and had continuously improved their defensive positions around 

Mukden. Two defensive lines were built, one paralleling the Sha-Ho River and a second 

constructed on the outskirts of Mukden. The southern defensive line was the strongest 

and consisted of well-dug fortifications, with numerous strong points and a multi-tiered 

trench systems. These fortifications were surrounded by wire with integrated automatic 

and electrically detonated mines. In some many cases, the mud buildings that dotted the 

countryside were integrated into the defenses. To support these various defensive lines, 

ammunition magazines and supply points were positioned near the front.97 Many of the 

defending units were connected by telephone communications at the brigade and division 

level, but communications to General Kuropatkin’s headquarters was limited.98 Russian 

and Japanese defensive lines remained separated by about four to five miles after the San-

De-Pu battle.99  

 

The Battle of Mukden, 19 February to 01 March 1905 

As Marshal Oyama began maneuvering his forces for the attack, General 

Kuropatkin was planning an offensive of his own. His plan, issued on 19 February, was 

nearly a repeat of the failed January attack at San-De-Pu. The decision to repeat the 

January attack was based on his belief that the plan itself was solid and only failed due to 

the poor leadership of the ground commander.100 The attack was to commence on 23 

February, with an attack against the Japanese western flank. 101   
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On 19 February, the day General Kuropatkin issued his offensive order, the 

Japanese Fifth Army began moving through the mountainous terrain in the east in two 

columns. The Japanese came into contact earlier than expected, when they ran into dug in 

elements of the Russian eastern flank detachment on the first day of their advance.102 The 

Russians occupied naturally defensible terrain with integrated machineguns. The attacks 

initially stalled, until the Japanese began attacking using coordinated fires of mountain 

guns, machineguns and hand grenades. Using this focused firepower, the Japanese 

quickly resumed its offensive and forced the Russians from their positions.103 During 

these close attacks, the soldiers of the Japanese 11th Division announced to the 

defenders, that they had come from Port Arthur to defeat them. This information was 

quickly reported up the Russian chain of command, where it was then assumed that the 

entire Third Army was fighting in the East.104  

General Kuropatkin, soon began to waver in his plans to attack the Japanese 

western flank, and postponed his planned attack.105 By 24 February, General Kuropatkin 

believed the Japanese were committing their main effort in the east and cancelled the 

attack all together. To defend against what he believed was the main Japanese attack, 

Kuropatkin ordered two brigades from his reserve to deploy 40 miles east to support the 

defenders. On 25 February, Kuropatkin ordered the 1st Siberian Corps, then attached to 

the Russian Second Army, to march east as well, significantly reducing his combat power 

in the west.106 From 25 to 28 February, the Fifth Army advanced fifteen miles in the 

mountainous terrain with temperatures falling to negative twenty-two degrees at night. 

The Fifth Army’s attacks finally stalled on 28 February, when the Russian defenses were 

finally strong enough to halt the Japanese advance.107  
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On 26 February, the Japanese First and Fourth Armies began artillery attacks on 

the Russian lines and conducted limited maneuver attacks. Both armies were to hold the 

Russian forces to their front in place, while the mission of the First Army was to also 

draw Russian forces away from the Fifth Army’s advance in the east. For six days, the 

two armies made artillery attacks and limited ground assaults to hold the Russians in 

place. The Fourth Army remained stationary during the first days of the battle, using 

artillery fire to keep the Russian defenders from redeploying.108 On the night of 27 

February, the Russians launched a limited ground attack against the Japanese Fourth 

Army across the Sha Ho River. While the Russians had initial success, the Japanese later 

counterattacked and regained all lost ground.109 

The mission of the Second Army, to the east of the Fourth Army, was different 

from the tasks assigned to the other central armies. While its primary mission was to hold 

the Russian forces to its front in place, the Second Army was also responsible for 

maintaining contact with the Japanese Third Army as it moved to the east. From 27 to 29 

February, the Second Army launched artillery attacks on the Russian lines to cover the 

initial movement of the Third Army.110 On 1 March, the Second Army began offensive 

operations to maintain contact with the Third Army on its left. By this date, the Third 

Army had advanced over thirty miles to the north, and was beginning to open a gap 

between its divisions and those of the Second Army.111 During the initial two days of its 

attacks, the Second Army’s western divisions advanced ten miles against strong Russian 

defenses.112 

The main effort of the Japanese attack, the Third Army, began movement on 27 

February, from its position five to ten miles to the rear of the Second Army. The Third 
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Army advanced in four columns, with its cavalry brigade screening the move to the north 

and west. Russian cavalry, screening the western flank of the Russian lines, identified the 

Japanese movement on the first day of the advance and reported it to their headquarters. 

On the following day, additional reports were sent to the Russian Second Army 

Headquarters reporting that one or two Japanese divisions were moving. The Russian 

leadership ordered additional surveillance of this movement, but overall, did nothing to 

stop the movement, allowing the Japanese Third Army almost unhindered progress for 

several more days.113 During the Third Army’s march, only the 9th Division, the southern 

anchor of the four columns, entered into any major contact. While the 9th Division 

remained in contact, the 1st Division in the north and the 7th Division in the middle 

continued to move north. By the end of 2 March, the Third Army had traveled over 

seventy-five kilometers toward the Russian rear area.114  

As the Japanese attacks began across his front, General Kuropatkin had trouble 

gaining a clear picture of the situation. The strength of the artillery fires to his center and 

reports of the massing of forces in the west forced Kuropatkin to reevaluate his decision 

to send additional forces to the east. On 27 February, Kuropatkin ordered the 1st Siberian 

Corps to return to the western flank from the east, where it had just arrived from his 25 

February move.115 The 1st Siberian Corps arrived in the west on 2 March, after the 

countermarch order, traveling ninety miles in seven days without any enemy contact.116  

On 28 February, Kuropatkin ordered the 25th Division from his general reserve, 

to move to the west to reinforce the Second Russian Army against the attacks of the 

Japanese Second and Third Armies.117 On the same day, he also ordered a brigade size 

element from his reserve to move north of Mukden as additional security for the 
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railroad.118 By 1 March, General Kuropatkin was sure that the Third Army was focused 

on flanking his army, and he began planning a counterattack against the Japanese 

advances.119  

 

The Battle of Mukden, 2 March to 7 March 1905 

During this phase of the battle, Marshal Oyama transferred forces from the 

Second Army to the Third Army and committed his reserve to the attack. On 2 March, 

the cavalry brigade of Second Army was assigned to support Third Army’s cavalry 

screening to the north.120 On 3 March, the 8th Division was taken from the Second Army 

and sent to the Third Army to strengthen the flanking movement.121 On 4 March, Marshal 

Oyama released the 3rd Division from his reserve to fill the area vacated by the 8th 

Division.122 The last of Oyama’s reserves were committed on 6 March, when his 

remaining two Kobi brigades were assigned to the Third Army to exploit the army’s 

success.123  

In the east, the Japanese Fifth Army met stiff resistance from the Russian First 

Army and was unable to advance from their 28 February positions. Even with the 

withdrawal of the 1st Siberian Corps, the Russian commander had four available corps to 

defend against the attacks of two Japanese divisions. The Russians, fighting from dug in 

positions, used machineguns, artillery, and hand grenades to stop the Japanese attacks. 

On 1 March, during a coordinated Japanese attack, the Russian defenders inflicted over 

1,000 casualties on the Japanese with a loss of 500 Russian casualties.124 The Russian 

defenders would hold the Japanese from gaining further ground in the east until March 

8th, when Kuropatkin ordered a retreat of all Russian forces back to Mukden.125  
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On 1 March, the Japanese First and Fourth Armies began ground attacks against 

what was considered the strongest portion of the Russian defenses at Mukden. In the 

months after the Battle of Sha-Ho, the Russians had dug several lines of trenches that 

were surrounded by wire and had integrated machineguns. These trenches were 

connected by telephone and had communication with supporting artillery batteries.126 On 

2 March, elements of the Japanese 10th Division (Fourth Army) launched an attack 

against Putilov Hill located on the hills overlooking the frozen Sha-Ho River.127 To 

support the brigade size attack, the Japanese concentrated the direct fires of machineguns 

and three batteries of mountain guns in direct support, as well as indirect fires that 

included support from several 11-inch guns.128 To get to Putilov Hill, the Japanese had to 

cover 600 meters of open ground. During the attack, the Japanese infantry carried their 

mobile cover of sandbags as they advanced forward by rushes.129 Using this cumbersome 

protection, the Japanese infantry successfully seized the first trench line in front of the 

Putilov Hill defenses. After achieving this line, however, the Russians concentrated all 

available fire on the area to the stop any reinforcement of the brigade. For several days, 

the Japanese attempted to continue their attack, but were defeated each time by 

concentrated Russian fires from strong defensive positions.130 Only on 8 March, after the 

defenders were ordered to fall back to Mukden, did the advance continue.131 

On 5 March, the Japanese 6th Division of the Fourth Army launched an attack to 

close a gap between its left flank and that of the advancing Second Army. In the attack, 

the Japanese advanced four to five miles and then dug in along a new line where it 

remained until the 8 March Russian withdrawal.132  
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The Japanese First Army continued artillery and limited ground attacks on the 

Russian defenses until 4 March, when it was ordered to attack to the east and support the 

stalled advance of the Fifth Army. The attack was launched on 5 March and, over the 

next two days, advanced seven miles into the flank and rear of the Russian defenders.133 

Early on 7 March, the First Army repulsed a Russian counterattack that attempted to 

pierce the Japanese defenses along the Sha-Ho River.134 The defeat of this counterattack 

and the later defeat of a major counterattack in the east influenced General Kuropatkin in 

ordering a general retreat of his forces back to Mukden on the night of 7 March. 

From 2 to 7 March, the Japanese Second Army advanced twelve to fifteen miles 

to stay in contact with the Third Army’s flanking movement. During this advance, the 

army used the combined effects of massed firepower in its attacks. As at Port Arthur, the 

Japanese brought machineguns and artillery forward to provide direct fire support to the 

attacking infantry. In one attack, the direct fires of twelve mountain guns supported a 

battalion and a half of infantry as it advanced. In another attack, thirty-six mountain guns 

provided direct fires to support the attack of a Japanese infantry regiment. The larger 

guns of the regular artillery batteries were also consistently moved forward, to support 

the attacks.135 In addition to these larger munitions, the Second Army used hand grenades 

and trench mortars to increase the firepower used against the Russian defenders.136 To 

provide cover from Russian direct fires in the near featureless terrain, the Japanese 

Second Army also used the sand filled bags to provide protection as they advanced in 

rushes. Using these tactics, the Japanese Second Army was able to continue their advance 

against the Russian defenses.137  
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While generally successful, the Russian’s did inflict substantial losses on the 

Japanese in many of their attacks. In one extremely costly engagement to seize a village 

in a defensive line, the Japanese were defeated by a coordinated Russian effort. 138 On 7 

March, a brigade from the 3rd Division attacked a Russian defensive position that was 

integrated into the village of Yu-Haun-Tun. The Japanese initial attack was successful 

and, by 11:00 A.M., the Japanese were in control of the village. Almost immediately, 

however, the Russian’s began a series of counterattacks. During these counterattacks, 

both sides used hand grenades and trench mortars in house to house fighting.139 The 

Russians also employed four artillery pieces in a direct fire role to dislodge the Japanese. 

At nightfall, after twelve hours of continuous fighting, the Japanese brigade commander 

ordered a withdrawal from the village. The attack and later defense of the village cost the 

Japanese 4,200 men killed and wounded from its committed 5,500-man brigade. The 

Russians lost 5,400 casualties in their attacks.140 On 8 March, after the hard won battle 

was over, the Russians evacuated the village as the withdrawal to Mukden was ordered.  

The first major contact experienced by the Japanese Third Army took place on 2 

March, when two Russian divisions conducted a counterattack against the flank of the 

advancing Japanese forces.141 The Japanese 1st and 7th Divisions defeated the 

counterattack, but both divisions took heavy casualties. The size and aggressiveness of 

the Russian attack made General Nogi, the commander of the Third Army, decide to slow 

his northern advance in order to concentrate his forces.142 The Russian force repeated the 

failed attack on the following day, and after its second defeat, withdrew to the east. 143  

On 4 March, Marshal Oyama ordered the Third Army (then due west of Mukden) 

to move further north and not to become tied up in fighting around the city of Mukden.144 
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On 5 March, the Third Army began redistributing its forces, ordering the 1st Division 

further north, and order the southern most division (the 9th Division) to move into the 

gap formed by the 1st Division’s advance. The 8th Division, now assigned to First Army, 

was ordered to move north and fill the hole in the lines created by moving 9th Division. 

As this difficult maneuver began, the Russians launched an attack against the Third 

Army.  

General Kuropatkin ordered a counterattack against the flank of the Third Army 

on 5 March after he realized the threat that Nogi’s army now posed to his lines of 

communication.145 To conduct the attack, Kuropatkin ordered the establishment of a 

composite element of units from three corps in the Russian Second Army.146 At this point 

in the battle, Russian forces in the west outnumbered the Japanese 120,000 to 100,000. 

The commander of the Second Army, however, committed only 33 of an available 110 

battalions to the attack.147  

After a long artillery bombardment, the attack began at 11:00 A.M. on 6 March. 

The attack was focused on a portion of the Japanese line that was recently vacated by the 

Japanese 1st Division as it moved north. To oppose the Russian attack was only one 

battalion of the 7th Division, which had extended its line to the north while awaiting the 

arrival of the 9th Division. The Russian attack was a half-hearted effort at best, while the 

Japanese, though significantly outnumbered, they were supported by strong artillery. The 

small defensive force was able to hold the line long enough for the 9th Division to arrive. 

By 3:00 P.M., the Russian Second Army Commander called off the attack and ordered 

his troop back to their starting point.148 The Russian commander had failed to seize the 

opportunity to defeat the Japanese flanking force by using overwhelming force at a 
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decisive point in the battle. From this point forward, the Russian armies would remain on 

a defensive footing until their final withdrawal to the north.   

 

The Battle of Mukden, 8 March to 10 March 1905 

Soon after the counterattack against the Third Army failed, General Kuropatkin 

received a report of a cavalry raid (conducted by the Third Army’s Cavalry Division) on 

a railroad station north of Mukden. These two events resulted in General Kuropatkin 

ordering a retreat of all Russian forces back to the Hun-Ho River.149 At 3:00 A.M. on 

March 8th, Kuropatkin issued an order for the withdrawal of all his forces. To cover this 

withdrawal, he ordered the creation of a forty-battalion general reserve from the armies as 

they withdrew.150  

As the Russian forces prepared to withdraw, they began burning forward 

storehouses and magazines. The smo ke from behind the Russian lines alerted the 

Japanese of their intentions, and Marshal Oyama ordered a general attack across the 

entire front.151 In addition to ordering the attack, Marshall Oyama also ordered the Third 

Army to speed its movements to the north to cut off the Russian escape route. The 

Japanese commander assumed that the Russians were retreating north of Mukden and did 

not realize that General Kuropatkin only planned to withdraw to Mukden. 152  

General Kuropatkin’s intent for this withdrawal to the Hun-Ho River was to 

shorten his defensive lines, with the goal of later conducting a counterattack. 153 His plans 

were soon circumvented, however, by the initiative of the Japanese. In the east, the 

Russian First Army conducted a coordinated withdrawal and arrived on the Hun-Ho 

ready to fight. In the center, however, the withdrawal was very disorganized. When the 
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Japanese First and Fourth Army’s began its full pursuit, the Russian forces in the center 

were unable to slow their advance, and by 9 March, the Japanese were across the frozen 

Hun-Ho River and had penetrated the Russian defensive lines.154 The penetration of the 

defenses at the Hun-Ho River and the threat of being cut off by the Third Army resulted 

in Kuropatkin’s decision to end all offensive plans. On the evening of 9 March he ordered 

a general retreat from Mukden.155   

While the Russian’s failed to execute either a good offensive or defensive 

operation at Mukden, they were able to conduct a fighting withdrawal, and were able to 

save two-thirds of their fighting force.156 In the north, the Japanese Third Army was 

unable to completely cut off the Russian retreat, but was able to close within artillery 

range and began firing artillery rounds at the retreating Russians beginning on 10 

March.157 The Russian force initially withdrew to Tiehling forty miles to the north of 

Mukden, arriving on 13 March. On 16 March, General Kuropatkin ordered a retreat 

further north to His-ping-Kai, where the Russian forces dug in for the remainder of the 

war.158  

When the Russians began their retreat, the Japan could not exploit the situation. 

After sixteen-days of continuous battle, the Japanese troops were too exhausted to pursue. 

To ensure success, Marshal Oyama had committed his reserves early in the battle to 

exploit the success of the Third Army.159 As the Russians retreated, the Japanese 

commander was able to commit only two divisions to the pursuit. 160  

During the battle, Russia lost 96,500 men, approximately one third of its original 

force. These numbers include 19,000 prisoners and 14,000 killed.161 While the Russians 

lost vast amounts of supplies when they evacuated Mukden, they lost only fifty-eight of 
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their 1,200 artillery pieces. This small number would normally indicate a skilled 

withdrawal. In fact, General Kuropatkin, in fear of being defeated, ordered the first of his 

heavy artillery and supporting trains out of Mukden on 6 March, the day before his failed 

March 7th counterattack.162 

Initial Japanese losses were reported as 41,000 men, one eighth of its attacking 

force at Mukden.163 After the war, this number was increased to 71,000 or twenty-two 

percent of its attacking force.164 The Japanese Second Army took the greatest number of 

casualties, losing 22,000 men in its frontal assaults against the Russian right wing. The 

Third Army experienced the second greatest number of casualties, losing 18,000 soldiers 

as it defeated the 6 and 7 March counterattacks.165  

 

Summary 

The observer accounts of the Battle of Mukden clearly illustrate that the lethality 

of weapons used at Port Arthur was not an anomaly of that one battle. These same 

weapons were used again at Mukden to provide decisive firepower at critical points in the 

battle. During the battle, both the defender and the attacker used machineguns, hand 

grenades, mortars, and artillery to support maneuver. The Japanese continued to focus on 

using massed firepower to critical points in the battle. The effectiveness of the 

machinegun in the attack was again illustrated at Mukden, during several Japanese 

attacks. By the war’s end, each regiment in the Japanese Army had thee to six 

machineguns assigned.166 Mountain guns and hand grenades were also used in almost 

every attack to give the infantry additional firepower in the front lines.167 While the 

Japanese considered indirect artillery fire as a critical multiplier to support infantry, the 
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number of casualties caused by Russian artillery on Japanese troops was relatively low, 

accounting for less than 10 percent of its total casualties. Machinegun and small arms 

fires, on the other hand, accounted for 80 to 85 percent of the casualties.168 The small 

percentage of total losses caused by Russian artillery fire, can be attributed to the 

protection offered by hasty fighting positions, as well as Russia’s limitations in calling 

for and adjusting artillery fires during Japanese attacks.  

Unique in this battle was the increasing use of modern communications. During 

the battle, General Nogi’s headquarters maintained almost continuous communications 

with his higher headquarters during a 100-kilometer movement.169 The Russian 

commander, at the same time, was plagued by indecision due to poor information and 

reporting. While General Kuropatkin used modern communications whenever possible, 

many of his subordinates failed to embrace its use, relying on messengers almost 

exclusively.170 The failure of his subordinates to give him accurate timely information 

was just one of the many reasons for Russia’s defeat.  

General Kuropatkin also appeared to greatly underestimate the idea of unit 

cohesion in assigning missions. Throughout the battle, he built composite units to 

conduct decisive actions, including his 7 March counterattacks. By the time the final 

retreat was ordered, only two units, the 1st Siberian Corps and the 17th European Corps 

had not been piecemealed into an attack.171  

The Japanese victory at Mukden was not the decisive event of the war, but it did 

contribute significantly to the final Japanese victory. It was only after the destruction of 

the Japanese Baltic Fleet at Tsushima, and growing unrest in European Russia, that 

Russia agreed to a peace settlement.
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CHAPTER 4 
 

CONCLUSION 

Machineguns must be brought up and entrenched . . . artillery fire 
must accompany the infantry to the very last stage of the attack . . 
.storming infantry must throw hand grenades inside the hostile positions; 
the final bayonet charge must be delivered when close to the position; 
while the heavy howitzer shells continue to burst in and behind the 
position.1  

 
General Friederich von Bernhardi, On War Today 

 
The observer and professional journal accounts of the Russo-Japanese War clearly 

illustrate the effects of weapons that would later prove devastating on the World War I 

battlefield.  As seen in the above narrative histories of Port Arthur and Mukden, the 

observer nations who later fought World War I had adequate examples of the future 

battlefield as they prepared for the next war.  Why these same nations failed to consider 

these lessons for the next war, is beyond the scope of this paper.    

Reports from the Siege of Port Arthur and the Battle for Mukden demonstrated 

the lethality of 20th Century weapons on a fixed and maneuver battlefield.  As the Russo-

Japanese War was the first conflict between two European-type armies in thirty years, the 

war drew military and civilian observers from almost every major western power.2 These 

observers wrote exhaustive accounts that provide both wide and narrow viewpoints of the 

war that provided excellent events learning tools.     

Observers were present in both the Japanese and Russian camps during the war. 

The majority of the accounts published, however, were taken from the Japanese point of 

view. Many of the observers who were with the Russian Armies in the north left 

Manchuria in the autumn of 1904, after determining that their Russian hosts provided 

little to enhance their professional learning. These observers, representing members of 
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the British, French, Austrian, and Swiss governments, departed prior to experiencing the 

discomforts of the Manchurian winter of 1904-1905.3 The British, who wrote three 

different multi-volume official accounts of the war, wrote only one volume dedicated to 

observers of the Russian forces. This volume, although extremely detailed, ends its 

account in September 1904 after the Battle of Liao-Yang.4  

One of the most comprehensive and arguably most balanced accounts of the 

Russian side of the war was written and published by the Russian General Staff 

Academy. Printed between 1910 and 1913, this five part, nine-volume work was 

translated by both the German and French General Staffs for their use.5 This account, 

critiques both Russian and Japanese decisions during the war.   

The final British account, Official History of the Russo-Japanese War (Naval and 

Military), was published in three large text volumes and two containers of maps. This 

history provides a balanced account of the war that identifies many lessons for study. 

Unfortunately, like the Russian General Staff account, it was completed too late for use 

as a guide for preparations for World War I and was soon overshadowed by that war.6  

In addition to the Russian and British reports, the General Staffs of Germany, 

Austria-Hungary, and the United States also wrote multi-volume accounts of the war. The 

Austria-Hungary account consisted of eight volumes and the German account consisted 

of seven volumes.  The United States’ account was written in four parts, with eight total 

volumes. The United States’ final volume about the war, Epitome of the Russo-Japanese 

War, provides an excellent condensed overview of the war that is only equaled by an 

Austrian account of the same name.7 Unlike the later British and Russian reports of the 

war, the observer accounts from Germany, and the United States, were written and 
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published soon after the end of the war and provided excellent details of the conflict.  

Likewise, many professional journal accounts about the Russo-Japanese War were 

written soon after the war’s conclusion. 

As discussed in the introductory chapter, many of the observers of the Russo-

Japanese War would later rise to command units at the general officer level in the First 

World War. In addition to Lieutenant General Sir Ian Hamilton, who commanded the 

allied forces at Gallipoli, the World War I British Chief of the Imperial General Staff, Sir 

William Nicholson was also present in Manchuria as an observer. Along with Captain 

Max Hoffmann, the future architect of the German Tannenberg victory, Major von Etzel, 

a future German corps commander at Verdun, also served as an observer.  Among the 

French observers was Lieutenant Colonel Corvisart, another officer who would command 

a corps at Verdun. Major Enrico Caviglia, an Italian observer, served as a corps 

commander in the First World War, and in 1943, played an influential part in the 

overthrow of Benito Mussolini.8 The American observers included eight future general 

officers. Their number included not only Captain John Pershing and Captain Peyton 

March, but also a World War I division commander (Major Joseph Kuhn) and Captain 

William Judson, who headed the American Military Mission to Russia in 1917-1918.9 

Following the Russo-Japanese War, the militaries of the observer nations debated 

the true lessons of the war. The Japanese victories at Port Arthur and Mukden, against 

prepared Russian defenses, led many nations to believe that an army with an unshakable 

discipline and spirit of patriotic self-sacrifice would overcome the capabilities of all 

modern weapons. Other nations mistook the Japanese victory as a confirmation of the 

effectiveness of offensive tactics on the modern battlefield.10 Some countries chose to 
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ignore the recommendations of its observers and simply rejected them as not suitable 

their army.11 The United States, in particular, believed the lessons from the war were 

unimportant due to the lack of a credible threat.12 In their final analysis of the war, most 

nations agreed that infantry attacks against prepared defenses could succeed when 

conducted by disciplined troops who possessed high moral qualities and a strong national 

and offensive sprit.13  

Several countries did make doctrinal changes in their infantry doctrine after the 

Russo-Japanese War. The British Army published an updated regulation in 1909 that 

appeared to capture many of the infantry lessons learned in the war. In this regulation, the 

use of rushes, combined with fire and maneuver, was established as a primary maneuver 

tactic.14 An updated German infantry drill regulation, published in May 1906, also 

updated its infantry tactics. Drill Regulation of 1906 stated that German formations were 

to advance in closed formations to within 1,000 meters of their enemy. At that time, 

artillery fires would be used to force enemy machinegun crews and riflemen to seek 

cover. If this fire was successful, the German regulation called for a continued advance in 

tight formations. If the artillery preparatory fires were unsuccessful, German infantry 

would disperse into platoons and if necessary squads, to conduct rushes forward using 

available cover. The drill manual did caveat this guidance, however, with the statement 

that the breaking up of larger formations should be avoided whenever possible.15 The 

United States also included extended order fighting as a priority in training. In several 

pre-World War I articles in the United States Infantry Association Journal, extended-

order drill and marksmanship training was stressed as critical to infantry success in the 

future.16  
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The Army of Austria-Hungary chose to ignore the lessons of the dispersed 

formations and continued training infantry in dense formations for several years after the 

war.17 French theorist prior to World War I also discounted the impact of the Russo-

Japanese War.  Marshal Ferdinand Foch, then commandant of the French War Academy, 

wrote in 1909 that combat experiences of the Russo-Japanese War were “neither 

complete nor of immediate interests.”  He also stated nothing from the war would “affect 

the fundamental principles of the conduct of war.”18  General De Negrier, another well-

written French theorist, also discounted the lessons of the war, stating that quality of the 

French soldier would overcome any technological advances on the field of battle.19 One 

aspect that was ignored by almost every country prior to World War I was the 

development and integration of new short-range weapons systems.  

Many observer countries failed to develop any of the infantry support weapons 

that proved decisive in the Russo-Japanese War. The development of hand grenades and 

trench mortars, both crucial to the success of the Japanese at Port Arthur and the close 

fights at Mukden almost ceased prior to World War I.20 One British observer considered 

the effectiveness of the hand grenade as “exaggerated” during the war and wrote in his 

post-war report that “it (is) doubtful whether sufficient occasion will arise to justify any 

extended training” in the use of grenades in the future.21 While both Britain and France 

did introduce new types of grenades into their inventories after the Russo-Japanese War, 

production was very limited.22 The British Expeditionary Force (BEF) of 1914, 

considered one of the best trained, organized, and equipped forces in Britain’s history to 

that time, deployed with neither hand grenades nor trench mortars.23 Soon after its arrival 

in France, the Royal Engineers of the BEF were directed to begin production of ad hoc 
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grenades. Makeshift wood mortars, similar to those developed in the fighting at Port 

Arthur, were also constructed by the BEF.24  

The development of a trench mortar to support infantry attacks received no 

attention after the Russo-Japanese War. Its extensive use during the war was noted in 

several many accounts, but like the grenade, it usefulness was underestimated until after 

the beginning of World War I. This underestimation can be partially attributed to several 

post-war journal accounts that were critical of the accuracy and power of the mortar in 

relation to artillery.25 The United States, like the nations of Europe in 1914, did not 

develop a trench mortar until after it entered World War I. By 1917, France and Britain 

were using seven different types of trench mortars on the battlefields of Europe.26  

German development of hand grenades and trench mortars was little better than 

that of the allied nations. Within two months of declaring war, however, German infantry 

units, like those of the Allies, quickly identified the utility of the hand grenades in 

conducting trench warfare. By the end of 1915, Germany began the development of 

special attack battalions that included a six-man hand grenade team for every platoon.27 

German trench mortar companies were formed as part of German pioneer battalion’s 

early in the war.  By 1918, every German infantry battalion had one mortar section 

assigned and every regiment had a mortar detachment with twelve light and twenty-four 

medium mortars assigned.28 While development of grenades and mortars was almost non-

existent after the Russo-Japanese War, artillery development continued. 

The lessons learned for the use of artillery varied by account, although a common 

thread in the observer and journal accounts was that artillery played a significant role in 

the success of Japanese infantry attacks.29 The effectiveness of artillery in reducing the 
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Russian defenses at Port Arthur and later in supporting infantry attacks at Mukden 

brought one observer to believe that the next war would an “artillery war.”30 Another 

observer believed that artillery would be the decisive arm in the next war, with all other 

arms subordinate to it.31  

While an increased requirement for heavy artillery to reduce fortified defenses 

was a common lesson of the war, the fielding of heavy artillery (firing shells greater than 

150-millimeter in diameter) was lacking by the Allied powers. Britain and France both 

started World War I with almost no medium or heavy artillery systems to support their 

infantry. Only Germany started the war with a significant number of large caliber guns, 

with sixteen 150-millimeter guns assigned to each corps.32  

The use of indirect fire versus direct fire by artillery was another lesson from the 

Russo-Japanese War that varied by country. At Port Arthur and again at Mukden, the 

Japanese brought mountain guns and light artillery into their led trenches to suppress 

Russian defenses as its infantry advanced.33 In support of these small bore guns the 

Japanese also used larger caliber artillery, moving it forward to within 450 yards of the 

enemy trenches.34 This combined firepower, which also integrated hand grenades and 

trench mortar systems, usually resulted in a successful Japanese attack. While this close 

integration of firepower was recorded in several journal and observer accounts, many 

countries preferred to use its artillery in an indirect fire role only, with forward observers 

controlling fire by telephone.  

The United States in its accounts felt that one of the primary artillery lessons of 

the war was the necessity of indirect versus direct fire artillery.35 The French also 

considered indirect fires as a key element in modern artillery, and preferred to deploy its 
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artillery in defilade positions or hidden behind hills or in wooded areas.36 Artillery 

theorists in both Germany and Britain initially disagreed on whether direct or indirect fire 

was the best use of artillery. While both countries agreed that long-range fire support 

from covered positions was effective, discussions continued on the necessity of direct fire 

weapons.37  

To bridge the gap between direct and indirect fire artillery, Germany went to war 

in 1914 with trained artillery liaison officers attached to forward infantry units to control 

its artillery. Britain followed a similar course of action and attempted to connect all front 

line units to its supporting artillery by telephone. Even with these dedicated 

communication lines, however, British infantry still had to cross the last 400 meters of 

any attack without indirect fires due to the inaccurate bursting radius of British artillery 

ordinance.38  

After the beginning of World War I, both the Allied and Central Powers 

continued to wrestle with the concept of developing a mobile artillery platform to 

overcome the stalemate of trench warfare. The Allies eventually developed the tank as a 

mobile firepower system. Germany looked at other options, including the attachment of 

horse drawn artillery to front line infantry regiments.39  

The final weapon system that will be discussed in this paper is the machinegun. 

The effectiveness of the machinegun was confirmed in almost every observer and journal 

accounts of the war. In one post war analysis, half of the total casualties were attributed 

to machinegun fires.40 The use of the machinegun in an offensive role, however, was less 

apparent in the post-war accounts. While the Russian did use the machinegun to great 



 115

effect in the defense, the Japanese were successful in using the weapon in numerous 

attacks at both Port Arthur and Mukden.  

The accounts that discuss the use of the machinegun in an offensive role 

recommended that the weapon advance early in the attack to provide suppressive fire to 

advancing infantry.41 To better support the use of the machinegun in an offensive role, 

several post-war journal accounts recommended that future machineguns be built to 

allow easier movement by hand (like the Japanese weapon), versus the heavier crew 

served Maxim Machineguns used by the Russians.42 Whether in the offense or defense, 

the machinegun was a proven asset in the Russo-Japanese War. At the close of the 

conflict, Russia had increased its total inventory to over 800 machineguns.43 Japan ended 

the war with 320 machineguns, with three to six assigned to each infantry regiment. 44  

While the utility of the machinegun was demonstrated in nearly every battle 

during the Russo-Japanese War, development of the weapon systems in the years prior to 

1914 varied greatly due to costs and lack of doctrine for their employment.45 Several 

journals published after the war recommended that twelve to sixteen machineguns be 

assigned to every division.46 Germany took the lead in fielding machineguns units, and 

by October 1905, had sixteen six-gun detachments in service.47  

Other nations debated the size machinegun elements to be developed and also at 

what level these elements should be assigned. Britain decided to maintain its two-gun 

section per battalion ratio that it established in 1905. France and Russia began fielding 

one machinegun section to each regiment of infantry.48 The United States’ observers 

were perhaps the least impressed with the role of the machinegun. One observer, who 

published a special report on the weapon after the war, stated “(that) the machine gun 
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played a useful but not great part in the war.”49 This report stated that the machinegun 

should “not be kept in the firing line, but held in reserve until the opportune moment 

arrives.”50 The influence of this report on the U.S. Army is not known, but it was not 

until February of 1908, that the U.S. fielded its first provisional machinegun company 

and began to develop its doctrine.51  

The total number of machineguns fielded by the major powers at the beginning of 

World War I varied. Germany, the leader in developing the weapon, had over 4,900 

machineguns in 1914. France began the war with approximately 2,500 machineguns, and 

Britain entered the war with just 108 assigned to its initial BEF contingent. 52 When the 

United States entered the war three years later, a total of 1,453 machineguns were on 

hand, with 4,000 more on order from manufacturers.53    

Many of the weapons that proved deadly on the 1914 European battlefield were 

clearly demonstrated during the Russo-Japanese War. While several countries had 

military observers on hand to record the events of the war, the massed casualties caused 

by hand grenades, mortars, artillery, and machineguns still shocked much of the world in 

the battles of World War I.  

In preparing for the next war, most of the belligerent nations prepared for what 

they thought would be a battle of maneuver, based on philosophy of the offensive. Few 

nations expected that the next war would turn into a siege warfare battlefield that caused 

tens of thousands of casualties in a single day’s action. Instead of trench warfare, nations 

expected the next battlefield to follow the lines of Mukden, with massed maneuvering 

forces.  
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The lessons gained from the trench fighting that took place at Port Arthur and 

along the southern lines of Mukden were discounted or even ignored by the militaries of 

the world. Many nations viewed the lessons observed during the Russo-Japanese War as 

tentative, believing that battles on the European landscape would be different. Others 

discounted the training and doctrine used by the combatants, even though both were 

trained on European standards.  

Many of the tactical lessons of the Russo-Japanese War were lost as the world 

proceeded into World War I and what became a total war for many nations. Had the 

capabilities of these weapon systems been better understood prior to the 1914, doctrine 

and training could have changed the opening battles and perhaps reshaped history.  
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Manchuria, 1904-1905,” 449. 

51Captain John Parker, “Progress in Machine Gun Development,” Journal of the 
United States Infantry Association 1 (July 1908), 3. 

52Lieutenant Colonel G. Hutchison, Machine Gun, The History and Tactical 
Employment (London: Macmillian and Company, Ltd., 1938), 97; Ford, 94-95. 
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